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Summary Summary
Summary
Title: The Corral and the Slaughterhouse
Author: Hugo Reinert
This dissertation is a contribution to the ethnography of contemporary indigenous reindeer pastoralism in 
Norway: specifically, to the study of the neglected fields of reindeer killing and slaughtering practice. Its 
central contention is that in recent decades, the proliferation of human powers vested in the conduct of 
reindeer slaughter has created new conditions for practice, placing the identities of reindeer and herders at 
stake in new and still only dimly conceptualized ways. By exploring these, the dissertation aims to broaden 
existing debates concerning the so-called modernization of pastoral practice in Norway, drawing attention to 
some of its neglected aspects and inscribing them in a new register. Two principal strands inform the 
theoretical framework: one, approaches to the social study of knowledge that emphasise its practical, non-
verbal and material aspects; and two, Foucauldian concepts of biopower as these may – or may not – be 
applicable to the human management of animal life.
Individual chapters examine, in turn: the local politics of space on the Varanger peninsula, focusing 
particularly on links between the spatial management and the killing of reindeer; the practices and social 
relations of slaughter as it is conducted at the round-up corral; the social effects of the introduction of 
slaughterhouses, and of the regime of which they form a part; controversies surrounding specific 
slaughtering techniques and instruments, particularly the curved knife; and the politics of animal welfare 
discourse and practices in their application to reindeer herding. Finally, using the figure of animal sacrifice as 
a guiding trope, the concluding chapter attempts to situate some key aspects of the modernization of reindeer 
slaughter in relation to the operation of broader sacrificial economies that regulate the destruction of life at 
aggregate or populational levels.
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Chapter 1   Introduction
Let me begin with a vignette from fieldwork. It was night at the round-up corral, near the end of September, 
and work at the mobile slaughterhouse had finished for the day. The herd had been released out of the corral 
and were grazing in the surrounding pasture area. The sun had set and a chill breeze blew from the inland 
plateaus. I was standing at the door of the cooler-truck, holding it open while the manager and her husband 
searched inside for the tagged carcass of a particular calf that had been slaughtered that day. The owner of 
the calf had sold the carcass to a local customer down in Vadsø, and had called the managers up to request 
that they deliver it. Electricity for the lights had been turned off in order to save fuel for the diesel generator 
that chugged away underneath the trailer. The generator had to remain on through the night to keep the 
carcasses refrigerated at the correct temperature, in compliance with food safety regulations. The cooler-
truck had been built in Germany, to EU-compliant standards as these were specified in Norwegian 
regulations. Dressed in appropriate hygienic gear, the two herders were sifting through the suspended 
carcasses in the half-dark, using only the flickering light from the display of a small Nokia mobile phone. 
Eventually they located the calf, and we lifted the carcass out – carefully, making sure not to touch 
unhygienic surfaces or cause unwarranted pollutions. Bacteriological samples were regularly taken, and a 
negative sample result could potentially shut down the entire operation. Finally I tucked the carcass, wrapped 
in plastic, into the trunk of my car and drove it down to the local Coop supermarket in Vadsø, where the 
customer in question worked. The customer had gone home, but a Tamil refugee worker helped me shift it 
into the refrigerated storage unit at the back of the building.
As I experienced it during fieldwork, reindeer herding in northern Norway was far removed from what I 
might have been led to imagine by the literature on more remote reindeer herding areas such as Siberia 
(Anderson 2000; Habeck 2003; Ssorin-Chaikov 2003; Vitebsky 2005). Here, the spaces through which 
reindeer roamed were neither desolate, wild nor remote, but inhabited and utilized by a wide range of actors, 
whose overlapping spatial practices staked claims that were often incompatible. At practically every step 
herders were observed, monitored and made accountable to others. With changes in recent decades the 
practice, traditionally associated with a life of open spaces and independence, had become increasingly 
enmeshed in a dense fabric of relations – relations that spanned the range from the neighbour whose rose 
bushes must not be trampled, to unknown EU bureaucrats debating food safety regulations behind closed 
doors in Brussels. To negotiate these relationships, new skills, knowledge and abilities were required. 
Whereas reindeer half a century ago were herded silently, with skis, bells and dogs, today they are driven 
using four-wheelers and snowmobiles – even in some cases with helicopters. Herd sizes have increased and 
the habit of travelling with the herd has declined, replaced increasingly by practices of motorized commuting 
to the herd. The organization of labour within herding has shifted accordingly, as the involvement of women 
and children in practical work has been undermined by factors such as increasingly meat-oriented 
production, the availability of commercial substitutes for traditional raw materials and the increasing 
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integration of children into the school year. Herding is becoming increasingly masculinized, dominated by 
men, and many women are now in alternative employment outside the industry, supporting the income of 
men who have become the main breadwinners. Overall, all parties agree that reindeer herding in Norway is 
changing rapidly: too quickly for some, not quickly enough for others and in the wrong ways for many. 
Many consider reindeer herding a threatened industry, and herders are faced with a choice: adapt their 
practices to rapidly shifting conditions, or risk losing control – over their lives, their livelihoods and their 
future.
Perhaps nowhere else are the effects of rapid change more evident, extensive or out and out confusing than in 
the domains of slaughter and meat production. Particularly in the last decade or two, questions of land rights, 
ecological sustainability and traditional knowledge in herding have received considerably more attention 
from anthropologists, analysts and political activists than problems of a social, cultural, economic or 
organizational nature in the increasingly industrialized slaughtering process, or for that matter in the reindeer 
meat commodity chain. Little or no ethnographic work and scholarship is in existence on these subjects, yet 
it is difficult to overestimate the importance of the reindeer meat commodity chain as the principal livelihood 
and source of profit – the flip side, so to speak, of ecological sustainability – for an increasingly 
professionalized body of herders whose herding production is more and more exclusively oriented towards 
the market rather than for subsistence: particularly today, after decades of government schemes to reduce 
animal numbers and herd sizes. At the time of my fieldwork, problems in the reindeer meat commodity chain 
and the distribution system were probably the most urgent concern facing the reindeer herding industry at the 
national level. They dominated the agenda for the annual conference of the NRL [Norske Reindriftssamers 
Landsforbund, the Norwegian Association of Reindeer Herders], in Røros in 2004, both in terms of debates 
and in terms of concerned discussions during coffee breaks. Their importance was proportionate to the 
radical and extremely rapid changes the field has undergone, over a short span of time, in recent decades. 
A generation or two ago, reindeer were often still slaughtered informally and by hand, in the field, whether 
for private or commercial use, using simple manual tools. Today, the commercial slaughter of reindeer – as 
opposed to the private, non-commercial slaughter – takes place almost exclusively within the sanitized, 
controlled and densely regulated spaces of industrial slaughterhouses. Within these spaces, slaughtering is 
governed by extremely detailed directives and regulations: documents that can span hundreds of pages, 
composed in their own esoteric register. These complex bodies of rule filter down through vast but elusive 
structures of transnational authority and power: from global guidelines issued by the UN food safety organ, 
the Codex Alimentarius, through codification and interpretations at the EU, national and regional levels, 
down to the individual agency of the inspecting veterinarian who lives in the next town but refuses to work 
weekends. For herders, an orientation or awareness that takes into account the span of these complexities is, 
increasingly, becoming a necessary condition for full and effective control over herding practice itself – that 
is, for the exercise of important forms of political, social and economic agency. Herders intent on taking 
control over their own commercial production need to be aware of and respond to events and processes that 
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quite literally take place on the other side of the planet: from the impact of Viagra on the aphrodisiac velvet 
antler trade in South-East Asia (von Hippel & von Hippel 1998), to the media noise of English campaigners 
protesting the sale of reindeer furs outside John Lewis stores in London (PETA Europe 2003). Skills, 
technologies and knowledge that enable herders to engage with these global networks become essential – the 
ability to find grazing grounds and predict the weather now coexists with the need to pay attention to shifting 
international markets, and the ability to utilize effectively the emergent spaces for political agency that 
present themselves at the intersection between national and supranational bodies, or within the circulatory 
networks of the market itself. Whether these skills and abilities come hand in hand, or at each others' 
expense, remains to be seen. 
The Norwegian state has played an important role in these processes, and its effects on the practice of 
reindeer herding have been clear and dramatic, both in the more remote past and in recent decades. At the 
same time, the ontological cohesion of this very state needs to be theoretically questioned – as others have 
elaborated at length, the term itself is a simplifying reification that simultaneously denotes a vast assemblage 
of actors, interests, practices, structures, devices and institutions, and conceals the inconsistent, incoherent 
and often self-contradictory character of this assemblage (Abrams 1988; Hansen & Stepputat 2001; Taussig 
1997). By reproducing uncritically the language of 'thingness' that the State uses to talk about 'itself', social 
scientists participate in its reproduction through the 'official representation of the official' (Bourdieu 1994:3). 
Nevertheless, as I noted, the cohesive 'thing'-like qualities of the state also have undeniable ethnographic 
reality, particularly in the context of Scandinavian reindeer herding practice. I touch on the contradictory 
social reality of the state later, particularly in Chapter 2 and Chapter 7: meanwhile, for the remainder of the 
argument here, I will adopt the stylistic convention of capitalizing the term 'State' when it occurs – as an 
attempt to maintain its complex social ontology in partial suspension, somewhere between mask and reality, 
fact and illusion.
As a practice, reindeer herding has always presented unusual problems for the Norwegian State. It is a highly 
mobile practice, distributed across vast territories, with a language and cultural context distinct both from the 
State itself and from the institutions that have been set up to administer it. For a long time, the feasibility of 
direct involvement of the State in herding practice was limited by available political technologies and 
administrative resources. Landmark shifts in this relationship occurred in 1976, with the signing of the 
Reindeer Herding Agreement [Reindriftsavtalen] between the State and NRL; and in 1978, with the passing 
of the first Reindeer Herding Act [Reindriftsloven]. Together, these two documents specified the terms of 
future reindeer herding in Norway, as well as the economic, legal and administrative framework for State 
management of the practice. Reindeer herding was formally incorporated into the infrastructure of the 
Norwegian national economy as a primary agricultural industry and, like other agricultural industries in the 
country, became subject to the logic of centralized industrial mass production that dominated Norwegian 
agricultural policy and thinking in the second half of the 20th century (E. Reinert 2000, 2001). 
In the years since the first Reindeer Herding Act was passed, the principal stated aim of government herding 
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policy has been to reduce the number of herders and reindeer on the tundra, in response to the perceived 
crisis of overgrazing, overpopulation and ecological degradation of the tundra environment. This aim has 
been pursued using a range of social and political instruments, including retraining schemes, fines or subsidy 
schemes linked to strict slaughtering quotas and financial support for herders seeking to leave the industry 
(Bergland 1998b; Joks 2000). Nevertheless, both in terms of their own objectives and by the reckoning of 
most observers, these governmental interventions and policies seem to have failed. Critics argue that many of 
the current problems of the industry – such as spiralling reindeer numbers, growing bottlenecks at the 
slaughtering stage and inadequate marketing and distribution mechanisms – are the direct result of backfiring 
and misdirected government policies (e.g. Paine 1994; Sara 2001). For many herders today, financial 
difficulties and widespread perceptions of mismanagement contribute to an environment of suspicion and 
resentment towards the State.
Rapid change has also raised the stakes involved in the definition of tradition. Faced with powerful and 
pervasive processes that are often made to appear intractable, even inexorable, reindeer herders are forced to 
articulate, selectively, which aspects of traditional practice can or should remain viable and desirable in the 
present, and which are to be located in the irretrievable and vanished past. This is a charged political field, 
ripe with accusations of inauthenticity, greed and cultural betrayal. Rapid change poses the urgent need to 
recognize, develop and exercise new forms and mediums for agency – such as the ability to successfully 
lobby for change in the regulation of techniques for meat elaboration, to permit the use of smoking or drying 
in the production of commercial meat, or mastering the complex requirements for a small-scale field abattoir 
operation, in order to enable continued access to the reindeer carcass, and through this secure a space for the 
traditional practices of elaboration associated with women and children (see Chapter 3). 
Collectively, the changes and shifts that have occurred in Norwegian reindeer herding over the past decades, 
particularly since the advent of snowmobiles and mechanization in the early 1960s, are often gathered under 
the loose rubric of modernization. Charged as it is with linear and teleological conceptions of history, the 
term is ill suited to describe the current situation. Often, in herding as elsewhere, its use serves to represent 
contingent change as historical process. Frequently the term operates to displace choice, lending force and 
benevolent inexorability to certain processes while simultaneously defining the parameters of appropriate 
agency, relocating it elsewhere (Law & Mol 2002). As an analytical term it performs a false homogenization, 
painting a simplified picture that is never politically innocent: many aspects of so-called modernization have 
been going on for a long time, others have little or nothing to do with the passage of time. Change is 
powerful, and controlling its name, its meaning and its interpretation is one way of controlling its direction 
and deciding the shape of things to come. The term 'modernization', with all its normative political and moral 
content, is both a question and an effect of power – and, as I hope to make clear over the course of the 
following argument, what my informants did with modernization was nothing so much as putting it in the 
defendant's box. 
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Traditional knowledge
Historically, the knowledge, practices and institutions of reindeer herding have tended to remain invisible in 
the encounter with administrative systems and legal discourse: important herding institutions such as the 
siida have only recently begun to be receive formal juridical recognition and be taken seriously (Jonassen & 
Kalstad 2003, NOU 2001). Efforts in recent years to make visible these institutions and practices are closely 
associated with the ascendancy of the notion of traditional knowledge in Sámi politics and research. In the 
last few years, the documentation of such knowledge – in domains such as practical terminology, place 
names, folklore, taxonomies of animal traits and traditional practices – has become an increasingly important 
and pressing task (Borgos 1993, Helander 1996, Kalstad 1993, Karlstad & Lie 1999, Lasko 1993, Joks 2000, 
NOU 2000). Its urgency derives in large part from the rapidly changing face of management practice and the 
threat of loss and disappearance, as the current generation of elders begins to die out: elders who grew up 
and learned herding in the decades before mechanization and the escalation of State regulation, and who 
therefore possess knowledge linked to the old way of life and of inhabiting the land. This knowledge is 
central to herding practice, but its definition remains unclear and often contested. Potential questions of 
power arise in defining what constitutes such knowledge, specifying the terms and form of its codification, 
and controlling its dissemination and utilization. Documentation and codification transform the character of 
practical knowledge, and obsolescent 'museumization' is an ongoing risk (Visvanathan 2006). Further, the 
tension between codified, systematized knowledge and lived practice also raises questions about the 
relevance of traditional knowledge. If, as the representative of the NRL-appointed 'Research Committee on 
Traditional Knowledge' stated when he presented the committee's conclusions at the annual NRL conference 
in Røros in 2004, 'herding knowledge is organically part of a living form of life and practice', then recording 
and codification are secondary – and not even necessarily relevant – to ensuring its survival. Rather, such 
survival becomes a matter of ensuring its ongoing transmission in practice. In turn, this entails attaining a 
sufficient degree of control over conditions of practice, so as to ensure the continued relevance, viability and 
development of such traditional practices and the knowledge or skills associated with them.
The initial brief for this project – Research Council of Norway grant no. 27502 – was precisely to explore the 
relationship between such traditional knowledge and other forms of knowledge in herding practice (H. 
Reinert 2003, 2004). Of course, this poses the problem of definition. Generally speaking, in the context of 
Norwegian reindeer herding, traditional knowledge is understood to be embodied, non-verbal and 
heterogeneous, enshrined in things such as 'clothes, working tools, procedures, social organization and 
norms' (Bergland 1998a:34). This is in line both with the view of most herders, frequently quite 
intimidatingly familiar with literature on the subject, and with those approaches that have, in recent years, 
placed theoretical emphasis on aspects of traditional knowledge such as its tacit, embodied, unsystematic or 
socially contextual character, and the ways in which it may be linked for example to physical practices, 
skills, technologies and material objects, conversations or stories. Here I take the line that such traditional 
knowledge also depends on relationships: primarily, perhaps, relationships between herders who talk to each 
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other, comment, criticize, question, scold and tell stories (Nergård 2006). Oral traditions and interaction 
through relationships are key to the transmission and development of traditional knowledge – however 
defined, whatever it is. The knowledge required to be a herder is also, however, developed through 
relationships with the reindeer themselves. In spending time with the reindeer, herders come to know them – 
and know things about them – in ways that form an important part of herding knowledge. To give an 
example, during one conversation I had in late 2004 with a group of herders, we were discussing the weather 
in coming weeks. Conditions at the round-up corral were bad: the rain froze and the snow melted, leaving the 
ground impassable for reindeer or humans. One of the herders mentioned that 'the elders' [de eldste or de 
gamle] had been watching the reindeer up in the mountains, and that they said it was going to start snowing 
soon and it would be a hard winter. Everyone nodded. When I enquired further about this another herder, 
himself middle-aged, explained to me that the elders 'knew the land and the reindeer' so well that they could 
tell what the weather would be like, simply from observing the behaviour of the reindeer. This came from 
living outdoors for years on end, herding the reindeer closely, in a way that none of the present herders had 
done. The elders thus possessed knowledge of the reindeer, and through them of other things, that present 
generations had not developed, because living conditions and herding practice had changed and with them, 
the conditions for relationships between herders and reindeer to be formed. 
Incidents of this sort persuaded me that the relationship between traditional knowledge and other forms of 
knowledge might be usefully considered as a question of relational knowledge of the reindeer: of knowledge 
expressed, developed and utilized in the context of embodied relationships with the living animals. This was 
a complex field, however: such knowledge was difficult to separate from a diverse body of values, moral 
norms, relational practices, emotional attachments and traditional ideas about the relationship between 
herders and reindeer. Of course, such a separation would itself be arbitrary, derived from my own received 
ideas and preconceptions about the nature of knowledge. A more important difficulty, perhaps, lay in 
capturing the physical, material, embodied character of this knowledgeable relationship. For herders, 
knowledge of reindeer was enmeshed in their ongoing, embodied life with the reindeer – even if changes in 
lifestyle meant that they spent less and less time with them. Consequently, such knowledge shared the 
opaque, elusive, non-verbal properties of practice and of embodied relationships (Schatzki, Cetina & 
Savigny 2001). For all that I might be able at times to elicit tidy or not so tidy verbal answers to questions, 
most of them likely designed to make the pesky researcher 'go away and be quiet', the material and embodied 
dimension of this knowledge – the shifting conditions under which kinds of familiarity and involvement 
were formed and on which they depended – might continue to elude me. The map is not the territory, and 
verbal accounts of embodied practice remain verbal accounts. There is of course a very ample literature on 
this particular subject in the social sciences; for myself, I found my position usefully summarized by Anne-
Marie Mol, in her work on clinical practice and diagnosis. In her words:
'[t]he ethnographic study of practices does not search for knowledge in subjects who have it in their 
minds and may talk about it. Instead, it locates knowledge primarily in activities, events, buildings, 
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instruments, procedures and so on' (2002:32)
That is to say, one response to the 'fetishism of words' (Miczo 2003), so often prevalent in the social study of 
knowledge, is a deliberate re-orientation towards describing – and capturing in theoretical accounts – the 
non-verbal, material and non-human elements of social reality. 
As the open-ended, theoretically inclusive character of her approach indicates, Mol is influenced by the 'flat 
ontology' of Bruno Latour and his post-ANT brigade (Law & Hassard 1999); she also situates herself within 
a broad current trend of writings that share an emphasis on themes such as materiality, heterogeneity, 
contingency, networks, practice, hybridity, the non-human and the production of coherence (Latour 2005; 
Law & Hassard 1999; Law & Mol 2002; Law 2002, 2004; Miller 2005). Another writer in this vein is David 
Turnbull, a historian of science who deals more directly with the subject of traditional knowledge. In 
Tricksters, Masons and Cartographers (2000) he argues that all forms of knowledge, including Western 
science, are local, in that they are produced, circulated and utilized within 'knowledge spaces', or 
'amalgam[s] of places, bodies, voices, skills, practices, technical devices, theories, social strategies and 
collective work' (2000:43). These spaces, which he dubs 'assemblages' – a term he borrows in modified form 
from Deleuze and Guattari (2002) – encompass 'a wide diversity of components: people, skills, local 
knowledge and equipment that are linked by social strategies and technical devices' (Turnbull 2000:20). His 
approach may be defined by its open-endedness – anything and anyone may be enrolled in operation of a 
knowledge space – but it still carries an imprint of residual holism, an emphasis on coherence that bespeaks a 
higher-order resistance to hybridity. Within the knowledge space, Turnbull argues, the 'heterogeneous 
components of a knowledge tradition' are linked, to produce 'a taken for granted air and seemingly 
unchallengeable naturalness' (19-20). The question is, what happens when the knowledge traditions are not 
so neat, the air not so taken for granted?
From what I witnessed at least, the knowledge spaces of reindeer herding and slaughtering were not 
characterized by any 'unchallengeable naturalness': decisions and opinions, verdicts, practices and procedure 
were constantly challenged, modified, developed and discarded. Veterinarians supervising the slaughter 
clashed with herders, who clashed with each other and clashed in turn with officers from State agencies. 
Herders challenged the opinions of other herders, and elders disagreed with the middle-aged who disagreed 
with the young. These spaces were fraught with intersection, encounter and friction: not only between 
people, but also between a range of forms and types of knowledge that people brought with them and 
presented. In short, rather than forming part of a knowledge tradition in the singular, they operated as 
junctures and spaces of encounter between multiple and simultaneous forms of knowledge and ways of 
knowing. They may have formed part of the knowledge tradition of herding, but they were also enrolled in 
the knowledge traditions of the State, of the biological sciences, of local non-herders – as sites of knowledge 
production, observation, scientific monitoring, interaction, even commercial purchase. Even within any one 
of these traditions, conflict, dissent and disagreement ruled the day. Representing this plurality as a 
singularity, coordinating it into a single knowledge tradition, would be to do its complex impurity and 
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contradictions an injustice. An account of the knowledge spaces of slaughtering also needs to accommodate 
this conflicting and unsynthesized character of the knowledge claims that were presented there. 
Here I found it useful to draw on work from another canon. In Battlefields of Knowledge (1992), the 
development sociologist Norman Long takes the term 'interface' to denote a site of 'face-to-face encounter' 
between actors making distinct and sometimes contradicting knowledge claims. A study of such interfaces 
must emphasize 'the dynamic and emergent character of... struggles and interactions that take place', with an 
'acute awareness of the ways in which different, possibly conflicting, forms of knowledge intersect and 
interact'. As he argues: 
'interfaces contain within them many levels and forms of social linkage and discontinuity. Studies of 
interface should not therefore be restricted to observing what goes on during face-to-face encounters, 
since these interactions are in part affected by actors, institutional and cultural frameworks, and 
resources that may not actually be physically or directly present' (214). 
The notion of interface thus not only draws attention to disruption, interference and coexistence; it also 
serves to link specific, embodied situations to wider material, social, cultural and economic factors: 
structures, networks, resources, discourses and actors that might be located elsewhere, or that might operate 
at a level of generality or abstraction that makes them intangible in the context of any particular incident.
Between them, these concepts sketch out, ground and justify – I hope – the principal coordinates of the 
approach to knowledge, traditional or otherwise, that I adopt in the following: it gives a certain precedence to 
material practices and things, and attempts to situate and relate knowledge claims both to particular practices 
and to the spaces – physical, social and otherwise – within which they come into contact. In line with this 
open-ended definition of knowledge, my argument also draws in a wide range of elements – from verbally 
articulated values to specific instruments of killing – that operate within the fluid boundaries of the 
knowledge spaces of herding and slaughter. Defining the assemblage as an interface also means that I draw 
on and relate the views of a wide range of actors whose knowledge of reindeer was relevant in the ambit of 
everyday herding practice: veterinarians, local non-herders, journalists, scientists and researchers, herders 
themselves. Finally, I also try to avoid systemic generalizations – on the order of traditional knowledge 
versus scientific knowledge – in favour of examining specific knowledges and knowledge claims and the 
relationship between them. Rather than attempting to define knowledge, then codify, summarize or represent 
its contents, I am more interested in the shifting character of the situations, institutions, material practices 
and claims through which traditional knowledge comes into contact with and interacts with other forms of 
knowledge.
Biopower and animals
The other main theoretical strand of my argument is a rather particular reading of Foucault, focused on the 
cluster of terms and ideas that he developed around the notion of biopower. In his College de France lecture 
14
Chapter 1   Introduction Biopower and animals
of March 17 1976, he examined the conditions for the rise of what he termed 'state control of the biological' 
in the 19th century (2004:240). Under the umbrella of the term biopower, he distinguished two 'technologies' 
or powers that sought to take control of and manage human life. The first of these, which he termed 
discipline, emerged in the 17th and 18th centuries (Foucault 1991). In his terms, this power is 
individualizing, in that it 'tries to rule a multiplicity of men to the extent that their multiplicity can and must 
be dissolved into individual bodies that can be kept under surveillance, trained, used, and, if need be, 
punished'. Its exercise 'centres on the body, produces individualizing effects, and manipulates the body as a 
source of forces that have to be rendered both useful and docile'. It aims to rationalize, increase productivity 
and maximize the efficiency of labour. The other power emerges in the second half of the 18th century. 
While linked to disciplinary power, it functions on an entirely different scale. Where discipline constitutes 
and intervenes on individualized bodies, this second power is 'massifying' and 'centred not upon the body but 
upon life'. It 'is addressed to a multiplicity of men, not to the extent that they are nothing more than their 
individual bodies, but to the extent that they form, on the contrary, a global mass that is affected by overall 
processes characteristic of birth, death, production, illness and so on'. Rather than separating bodies, this 
technology thus subsumes and aggregates them, dealing with them individually only indirectly as 
constituents of the larger entities that it takes as its primary object: populations. Foucault termed this 
technology, or power, biopolitics. 
The two powers of discipline and biopolitics complement each other, overlapping and intersecting in their 
effects. Both are 'technologies of the body, but one is a technology in which the body is individualized as an 
organism endowed with capacities, while the other is a technology in which bodies are replaced by general 
biological processes'. Biopolitics is a technology of prevention, safeguarding and insurance, which 'aims to 
establish a sort of homeostasis... by achieving an overall equilibrium that protects the security of the whole 
from internal dangers'. In order to do this, and 'to optimize a state of life', 'security mechanisms have to be 
installed around the random element inherent in a population of living beings', mechanisms that 'control the 
series of random events that can occur in a living mass... [and] predict the probability of these events (by 
modifying it, if necessary), or at least... compensate for their effects'. Its currency is phenomena that 'become 
pertinent only at the mass level', events which are 'aleatory and unpredictable when taken in themselves or 
individually, but which, at the collective level, display constants that are easy, or at least possible, to 
establish'. In short, biopolitics simultaneously constituted, manipulated and attempted to resolve 'the 
population as a political problem' (Foucault 2004:242-249). 
Subsequent writers and theorists have adopted this original terminology and applied it in a range of contexts. 
As I return to in subsequent chapters, sometimes this has involved modifications to Foucault's account of the 
meaning of and relationship between the terms – conflating biopower with biopolitics, for example. With the 
introduction of other related terms in the Foucauldian register, the semantic situation becomes even more 
complicated. Here I try to remain more or less faithful to Foucault's original formulation, which posits 
biopolitics and discipline as two entangled but nevertheless separate and distinct powers that operate within 
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the umbrella of biopower, as the superordinate power that vests itself in life itself.
The radical character of my reading arises in relation to two limitations, one minor and one more significant, 
in Foucault's thought, both as he formulated it – though he himself warned us of its 'fragmentary' and 
tentative character – and as it has been received, interpreted and applied. The first and less fundamental of 
these limitations is the historical specificity in his account of the emergence of biopower and biopolitics. It 
should not be disregarded – at least, not without inviting accusations of ethnocentrism and historical myopia 
– that biopolitics, as Foucault outlined it in the 1976 lecture, is not necessarily the exclusive prerogative of 
the modern Western State (Purdy 2006). Principles and systems for the management of human life as 
aggregate or populational units, with attendant knowledges, have been codified, applied and developed 
elsewhere, at other times. As in the case of terms such as biotechnology (Richards & Ruivenkamp 1996), 
overly narrow definitions here serve a political and ideological agenda of creating radical discontinuities 
between 'the West' and 'the rest', exaggerating the uniqueness and priority of the former. In the case of 
Foucault's account of the emergence of biopolitical power in the 18th and 19th centuries – '[f]or the first time 
in history, no doubt' (1998:42) – overly strict adherence to its historical specificity serves to inflate the 
uniqueness of the modern Western State, with its apparatus of knowledges and discipline, preventing 
potentially useful comparisons and transversal applications. 
The second, more significant limitation concerns the application of terms such as biopower and biopolitics 
exclusively to the management of human life, at the expense of non-human life. This exclusion effectively 
prevents a Foucauldian optic from responding adequately to correlations and correspondences between the 
various technologies, discourses, devices, practices and techniques of human and animal management – both 
in so-called modern and non-modern societies. Today, this limitation is more hampering than ever. Not only 
are the parameters of human power, control and agency over the so-called natural world expanding at 
vertiginous rates, but the increasing prevalence of practices such as transgenic bioengineering, xenografting 
(Papagaroufoli 1996) and animal drug trials is producing new entanglements of animal and human lives that 
are encompassed within the shared coordinates of the same systems, networks and technologies of biopower. 
Increasingly, animal life is becoming subject to and transformed by the operation of powers that also affect 
human life, and in similar or analogous ways. Against this backdrop, the narrowing of life to coincide with 
human life expresses a potent anthropocentrism that severely limits the scope of a Foucauldian analysis: if 
the point of biopower is that it takes and manages humans and populations qua biological life, it begs the 
question why the management of other beings qua biological life should be excluded from consideration. In 
this I align myself firmly with those who argue that:
'[if] cows, and other non-human animals, are not clearly eligible for consideration within a discussion 
of biopolitics, is not due to any essential poverty in the potential scope of Foucault's term. Rather, the 
deficiency relates to the tradition of politics itself, at least in the West, which has, by and large, 
exempted the non-human animal from agency as a political being' (Wadiwel 2002).
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Considered in this light, the exclusion of animal life from consideration in terms of biopower is already a 
biopowerful operation – in the sense that animals and non-human life are excluded a priori from political 
being. In reproducing this political exclusion, social theory simply re-enacts a political operation that is so 
fundamental as to have become almost invisible, through which non-human life is constituted as politically 
insignificant. Of course, if Western politics has historically been premised on the production of a political 
human subject through the political disqualification of non-human animals, then the extension of political 
being or significance to non-human animals would radically transform not only the field of politics, but its 
very meaning. This in turn would necessitate an intentional rethinking of terms such as 'human', 'animal' and 
'life' in general, as well as their politics. Taken seriously, the implications of this extend far beyond my 
argument, and it is not my intention to think through them here: others have explored the demise of the 
traditional human(ist) subject and sketched out, in a range of registers, the possible contours of a 'post-
human' politics (Gray 2002; Haraway 1991:149-181; Latour 2004). For my purposes here, it is sufficient to 
state that I am not attempting to develop some way of comprehensively translating the rich complexity of 
Foucault's thought to the study of non-human animals: this would of course be a completely spurious and 
futile task, reindeer do not go to confession. What I am doing is taking stripped-down versions of some of his 
key concepts, mostly divorced from their wider context within his work, and examining their possible 
usefulness in the ambit of animal management.
This does merit some further elaboration on the question of the animal. A decade and a half ago, when Tim 
Ingold asked What is an Animal? (1993), his question was practically as old as the West itself, as were the 
metaphysical presuppositions that accompanied it. For centuries, 'the animal' has been the speechless 
companion and mirror – negative and positive – of the human: a lynchpin whenever the Western human 
animal has tried to think about itself, define its own humanity or question the humanity of others. Considered 
in the abstract, it is a perplexing term – it groups together 'everything from cows to caterpillars, apes to 
anchovies, and more' (Wood 1999:16), assigning to them an essential quality of animality, then roping them 
in to reproduce equally stable, essentialist and homogenizing constructions such as 'mankind', 'humanity', 
'Man' or 'the human'. The assumption of a more or less unbridgeable ontological gulf separating human from 
animal saturates the length and breadth of Western thinking – including much current writing in the social 
sciences. Even recent writers who explicitly set out to interrogate this category of 'the human' that finds its 
negative reflection in 'the animal' have sometimes remained trapped within the very terms of the distinction 
they seek to deconstruct. I return to this problem in more detail in Chapter 7, with particular reference to the 
Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben. Some writers, both in philosophy and in social studies of animals, 
have made more successful attempts. To some, the 'animal question' is a political problem, a question of 
tolerance of difference: the animal Other represents difference beyond the human, and 'it is precisely the 
difference of animals that excludes them from the zone of respect for difference' (Aaltola 2005:2). In this 
sense, the stability of the category 'animal' has turned animals into the ultimate Other of the human sciences: 
where all other categories have been questioned, interrogated, criticized and deconstructed, 'the animal' 
remains. Responding to this, some writers have called for more sophisticated deconstructions, both of 'the 
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animal' and of the human subject that it implicates (Wolfe 2003), and even – as for example in the case of 
Derrida (2002) – for the abolition of the term itself. As the anthropologist John Knight argues:
'[t]he point has often been made that the notion of human-animal dualism results in a subtracted view 
of humanity (Man = human – animal) rather than an understanding of human beings in the round. 
But... the criticism of dualism also requires that the notion of 'animal'... be subject to critical scrutiny. 
As an artefact of dualist thinking, this notion of 'animal' is, of course, open to the objection that it is 
too narrow because of the way it excludes the human species... But there is a second, less obvious 
objection to the notion of 'animal' deriving from human-animal dualism: that it is too broad, 
including all other animal species together in a generic (non-human) 'animal' category that begs the 
question of the differences between these species. In short, human-animal dualism is problematic not 
just because it obscures human-animal commonality, but also because it obscures differences 
between other animals' (Knight 2005:12).
I agree with Knight in that as a top-level term, 'the animal' performs a profound homogenization and 
introduces a range of unhelpful, naturalized and culture-specific assumptions about non-human life. At least 
in the context of an ethnographic study of human-animal relations, it seems clear that its semantic and 
philosophical baggage needs to be discarded. Self-evidently, to start finding out what something is to others, 
one begins by attempting to shed precisely those convictions on the subject that are most natural and closely 
held. 
In line with this, calls have been made for the study of lived, embodied and physical relations of coexistence, 
interaction, attention, care and involvement between humans and animals, to replace the tendency to focus 
on human constructions, representations and symbolizations of non-human animals (Arluke & Sanders 1996; 
Knight 2005; Wolch & Emel 1998; Philo & Wilbert 2000). In her Companion Species Manifesto (2003), for 
example, Donna Haraway argues that dogs, and by extension other animals, 'are not surrogates for theory; 
they are not here just to think with. They are here to live with' (5). Humans and animals are 'fleshly material-
semiotic presences' (4), and 'live with each other in the flesh in ways not exhausted by our ideologies' (17): 
in embodied practice, they intertwine their lives in ways that blur and subjugate clear distinctions between 
nature and culture, producing instead discrete, local, distinctive and situated 'naturecultures' – a term she 
borrows from Latour (1993). In emphasizing the material and co-productive character of relations between 
humans and non-human animals, Haraway seeks to resist and counter precisely the kind of reductive and 
objectifying readings of animals that are often produced – and reproduced – by social scientists. 
Historically, reindeer certainly qualify as a 'companion species' to humans – depending on whom you ask, 
even vice versa. The history of human habitation in the Eurasian sub-Arctic, and in northern Norway in 
particular, is inseparable from the shifting patterns of coexistence and mutual dependence between humans 
and reindeer. Even if they were only ever herded by a minority among the Sámi, reindeer have still left an 
indelible and formative imprint on the social, cultural and economic lives of the Sámi community. Here I 
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take it as granted, in line with Haraway, that reindeer and their human herders 'live with each other in the 
flesh' in ways that are opaque, complex and ultimately irreducible: subject and amenable to but never 
exhausted by rules, taxonomies or, for that matter, anthropological descriptions. As will become clear over 
the course of the following argument, while I attempt to take into account the embodied materiality of 
reindeer, my focus nevertheless remains on human practices and discourses – in part, because this is after all 
an anthropological dissertation. In part, however, this also reflects the status of the reindeer themselves, who 
spend most of their time out on the tundra, more or less unsupervised and outside the coordinates of human 
control, never mind intimacy – this in itself is a significant point of my argument. In the end, the emphasis on 
the materiality of both animals and human-animal relationships coincides with the approach to knowledge 
that I outlined above. It is also a point of methodology: whatever a reindeer was, herders and non-herders 
alike gave their most interesting answers to the question, not in tidy verbal statements, but day in and day 
out, in their everyday practice.
Broadly speaking, there are thus two main over-arching theoretical strands that combine in my argument. 
One is an open-ended approach to knowledge, traditional and otherwise, that emphasizes heterogeneity and 
the description of multiple spaces, tools, practices and claims. The other is a plea, in the form of an 
experiment, for the extension of certain Foucauldian concepts and categories to the analysis of the 
management, by humans, of non-human animals. Beyond the preliminary outline sketched out here, I have 
opted – keeping in mind the dictum of Andrew Pickering, that 'adequate social theory can amount, at most, to 
a set of sensitivities in the encounter with empirical phenomena' (2001:164) – to develop and deploy much of 
the theoretical apparatus for the dissertation hand in hand with the material and the argument, as these unfold 
over the following chapters.
Fieldwork and methods
The principal fieldwork component for the project was undertaken on the Varanger peninsula in the far east 
of Finnmark, the northernmost region [fylke] of Norway. Finnmark has long engaged the curiosity of 
travellers, the imagination of writers and the will of statesmen. Over the centuries, it has been a frontier and a 
borderland: a valuable tract of wilderness, rich in mystery and natural resources, contested between the 
dominant powers in the area. Its savage nature and 'uncivilized' natives were to be tamed, claimed and 
brought in, incorporated, under appropriate jurisdiction. For a long time, its nominal integration within the 
territorial limits of the emergent Norwegian nation-state was contingent and uncertain. As late as the middle 
of the 19th century, national administrators and State-builders still referred to Finnmark as a colony 
(Pedersen 1999). Consolidation of Norwegian control had to be achieved against the rivalling interests of 
other neighbouring national powers in the region: in their time, Russia, Sweden, Finland all staked claims in 
the region. Between the 18th and the 20th centuries, Norwegian consolidation was pursued, among other 
things, through the production of a settled and visibly Norwegian population. This involved strategies such 
as strengthening sedentary agriculture, preventing the sale of land to persons who did not speak Norwegian, 
centralising the population into urban centres and in general terms, 'Norwegianizing' the region culturally 
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and linguistically. The long and troubled history of this consolidation represents, in many respects, a history 
of internal colonialism (Eidheim 1999, Eriksen & Niemi 1981, Niemi 1997, Pedersen 1999). Today, this 
history has left space itself, and spatial control, profoundly politicized and contested. Debates over territorial 
rights, State ownership of land and regional autonomy resonate angrily with accusations of colonial 
injustices past and present (Chapter 2).
Within Finnmark, the Varanger area where I conducted my fieldwork was not only rich in natural resources, 
but also located at an economically and strategically important juncture between the territories of Russia, 
Norway and Finland. For centuries it has been a nexus for complex flows of people, goods and ideas: over 
the years a range of groups – eastern Sámi, Russian traders, Norwegian colonists and several waves of 
Finnish migrants – have settled and lived in the region, lending the ethnic and cultural landscape a complex 
patchwork quality. A recent illustrated guidebook to the area narrates it thus:
'A journey through Varanger is a journey through a multicultural landscape which is unlike any other 
in Norway: We'll come across traditional Finnmark fishing heritage as well as the fishing and 
agricultural traditions of people of Finnish or Swedish stock; we'll encounter reindeer-herding Sámi 
as well as the coastal and eastern Sámi, with their traditional strong links with Russian Orthodox 
religion; we'll come across both an ancient and a completely new Russian tradition: and in South 
Varanger we'll find farming colonists from the south of Norway. In recent years this melting pot of 
cultural history has also welcomed new groups of immigrants, such as the Tamils. And besides all 
this, we'll find all the “ordinary” Norwegians' (Sveen 2000:6).
As Sveen notes, the compound imprint of complex histories of contact, migration and settlement is 
complicated further by the recent influx of migrants, mostly asylum seekers from other, more remote parts of 
the world. Walking around Vadsø, the main city on the peninsula, this complexity is tangible: Tamils, east 
Asians and Mexicans are only the most recent and conspicuous indicator of the long-standing flows and 
movements that have shaped and reshaped the region. Muslim women in shawls sip lattes at the coffee bar 
on the ground floor of the central department store, while indigenous theatre groups perform plays by Dario 
Fo translated from Italian into Sámi and posters advertise regular ethnic sauna competitions held by the long-
standing kvæn minority in the Finnish quarters of the city. At the local slaughterhouse where I worked for a 
while (see Chapter 4), the manager used to boast that six languages were in everyday use: Finnish, Russian, 
Norwegian, English, northern Sámi and Finnish Sámi. In practice, the fact that no one spoke fewer than two 
of these nor more than three often complicated everyday operations considerably. The ethnic, cultural and 
linguistic heterogeneity of coastal areas such as Varanger contrasts with the inland of Finnmark, where the 
cultural and linguistic situation is structured predominantly by the two poles of the Norwegian majority 
society and the northern Sámi community (Stordahl 1996). Coastal settlements in the region were accessible 
by sea, and therefore became subject to more intense cultural and linguistic efforts at Norwegianization than 
the inaccessible – and therefore partly sheltered – interiors. The Varanger area was the object of particularly 
concentrated attention in this respect. For centuries the fortress at Vardøhus, situated on a small island at the 
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far eastern tip of the peninsula, represented the central locus of State power in the region – in turn, this 
subjected the local area and populations to a more concerted cultural Norwegianization. As a side-effect, the 
intensive and prolonged Norwegianization of the area also facilitated my own fieldwork considerably. 
Without exception, the Sámi and herders I worked with who were not monolingual Norwegian possessed 
native fluency at least in Norwegian and northern Sámi, and were accustomed to effortless switching 
between languages. Some were themselves ethnic Norwegians who had married into herder families, or Sámi 
who had 'lost the language', i.e. who were raised to speak Norwegian by Sámi parents (Eidheim 1971). It was 
therefore far easier and more efficient to conduct interviews and conversations in Norwegian, the language of 
shared fluency, than to attempt to conduct such interviews in northern Sámi: a language I had limited 
command of, and in which it would have taken me a long time to gain fluency commensurate to the task of 
fieldwork. Had I been conducting fieldwork in the core Sámi areas of the inland, in Karasjok and 
Kautokeino, such an approach would have been impossible and I would have had to set aside considerably 
more time for language learning prior to or during fieldwork. Undoubtedly, the language situation did 
structure both the course of my research and the nature of my findings: it became natural, for example, to 
focus less on specialized herding terminology or nomenclature and more on other aspects of herding 
practice. It may have limited my access to a Sámi-language 'hidden transcript' (Scott 1990): conversely 
however, it may also be that this situation helped put some of my informants at ease, allowing them a secret 
language in which to discuss matters without my being able to follow. Given my ethnic Norwegian identity 
and the frequency with which my informants often initially assumed I was some kind of field operative from 
a government agency, sent 'to spy on them', this was undoubtedly useful. Practical disadvantages were also 
far and away compensated for by the advantages of shared communicative fluency. Jokes, subtle nuances and 
complex expressions were communicated easily and in ways that would have been difficult if one party had 
been a non-native speaker, thus contributing to establish rapport.
During fieldwork for this dissertation I worked principally with one group of herders associated with District 
6, the primary 'grazing district' on the Varanger Peninsula (see Chapter 2). The group comprised 15 
individual herding licence holders with their families. Within this group, in turn, I worked most closely with 
the two small groups or factions that controlled slaughtering operations within the district: respectively, a 
mobile slaughterhouse operation located east of Vadsø (see Chapter 3) and a small-scale industrial 
slaughterhouse further west, in Varangerbotn (see Chapter 4). Fieldwork on location took place in two 
batches, from July 2004 to March 2005, and again from August to October 2005. The first of these coincided 
with the reindeer slaughtering season that year. During these periods it would have been desirable to stay 
with a herder family, but the herders I spoke to were highly aware of the problematic history of social 
research on Sámi issues – for one, they were consequently quite reluctant to expose their families to the 
intimate gaze of a resident anthropologist over extended periods of time. The situation would probably have 
been different had I not been a native Norwegian speaker. As it were, my language competence entailed an 
uncomfortable degree of exposure on the part of the family, and insistence on my part in the face of their 
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reluctance would almost certainly have been interpreted according to my presumed familiarity with informal 
codices of hospitality and things that were 'not done'. In short, it would have been rude. In not pressing the 
issue I acted according to a code that was not expected of foreigners – a few years earlier an Indian 
anthropologist had conducted fieldwork while living with one of the herders (Hoon 2001) – but which I 
myself had incorporated, through socialization, and by which I was also measured (Rugkåsa & Thorsen 
2003; Frøystad 2003). Not only might such behaviour on my part have jeopardized my relationships with the 
small group, but their discomfort would have been mirrored by my own. Instead I rented a small cabin near 
the Finnish border, commuted to the slaughtering sites further east and visited my informants at home or in 
their workplaces. A side effect of this arrangement was to broaden my exposure to other groups within the 
local community, beyond the group of herders I worked with most closely: for one, my landlady was close 
kin of herders from the neighbouring grazing district, and had strong opinions about the herding practices of 
my informants. The cabin was located on the grounds of a larger restaurant, hotel and conference centre that 
she ran, along with her own neo-traditional healing business. Through these institutions I had the opportunity 
to interview and develop relations with a range of other actors, both from the district and beyond: 
veterinarians, administrators, scientists and researchers, tour operators, film crews and other resident local 
non-herders.
I mentioned that social science research on the indigenous population in Norway – and in Scandinavia in 
general – has had a long and troubled history (Hirvonen 1996, NESH 2002). Frequently it has been 
conducted by Norwegian scientists, on terms dictated by the majority society, furthering the interests of pure 
science and/or the administrative apparatus (NESH 2002). The people I worked with were very conscious of 
this history, particularly as regards the (ab)use of quantitative and statistical methods, and were wary of 
being made into the objects of research. The first time I took out a notebook during an interview, my 
informant immediately froze up and started asking what I wanted the information for – effectively, the 
interview was brought to an end and transformed into a defensive counter-interrogation. Admittedly this was 
an extreme reaction, but the field and the people I worked with were nevertheless permeated by a powerful 
suspicion of 'formal' research techniques. Nearly from the beginning therefore, I adopted a highly informal 
research methodology, consisting of unstructured interviews – what lay people might call long conversations 
– in a range of settings, with as broad a spectrum of informants as possible: herders and non-herders, 
administrators, politicians, scientists, veterinarians, librarians, businessmen, traditional healers, local cooks, 
even the occasional Russian prostitute. I conducted participant observation at both the slaughtering sites in 
the district – at the round-up site I cleaved skulls, flayed legs and carried bags of entrails for dog food; at the 
industrial slaughterhouse I worked briefly at the tail end of the production line, moving carcasses into the 
refrigerated storage facilities, and spent long days sitting in the break-room drinking coffee and talking. 
During lulls I also drew extensively on local newspapers and, during periods when I had access to the 
Internet, followed on-line debates, press releases, reports, government statements and other publications 
relevant to the subject. 
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In general, the Internet and online information sources proved more significant for the research than I had 
anticipated. Reindeer herding in Norway is the object of an extensive knowledge industry – statistics, reports 
and legislation are published and made available over the Internet, where it is rapidly superseded and made 
obsolete. Herders often referred me to Internet information sources in response to questions about new 
legislation, package tracking systems, sometimes even their own migration routes. Back in 2004, my first 
information on the district I was to work with came from an English-language report on them, by an Indian 
anthropologist (Hoon 2001), that had been published on the home pages of the Varanger Herder Women 
Network – a website run by herder women from the district that contained their own essays and lectures, as 
well as discussion forums for local herders, researchers and members of the public. Beyond this, digital 
communication technologies were integral to the conduct and practices of my informants. They advertised 
products, made contacts, arranged events, conducted their own research and circulated information over the 
Internet: via e-mail, instant messaging systems, forums and noticeboards. If anything, while I was in the field 
my informants had more extensive access to the Internet than I did, and they certainly made more intensive 
use of it.
In other respects, the life-worlds and practices of my informants were also 'as mobile if not more so than the 
ethnographers trying to keep up with them' (Amit 2000:12). Their lives were complex, multiple and extended 
across space in ways that differed from my own mostly by exceeding it: while I sat in Polmak waiting for the 
slaughter to start, my key informants were off driving slaughtering-trucks through Germany, taking city 
breaks in Budapest or attending international conferences in Russia. Effectively, in terms of their 
resourcefulness, agency, education and relative affluence, I was studying up: the group of herders I worked 
with represented, in many ways, a kind of elite – socio-economically, by virtue of their large herds, but also 
politically and educationally – within the herding community (Hoon 2001:55). Reflecting this, their 
strategies and priorities were also formed within and in relation to vast and convoluted transnational fields of 
flows, interests and actors. Simply attempting to grasp the contour of these, never mind their complexity, 
took up the better part of my fieldwork. Like my informants, I had to grapple with questions such as the 
vagaries of international markets and segmented commodity chains, or the relationship between UN, EU and 
national directives on food safety. Attending to these matters entailed a kind of double focus. On the one 
hand, there was a limited and precisely circumscribed primary field, composed of a small group of herders in 
one district in the far north-east of Norway, their practices, other local actors involved directly or indirectly 
in their practices, and a handful of specific social spaces. On the other hand, this field was constituted in no 
small part by events, processes, systems and discourses that were not only remote, both in space and time, 
but often also extremely abstract, diffuse and general in character – both to me and to my informants. As 
Amit argues, '[e]ven the most intense involvement in activities located at a specific site [is] unlikely, in and 
of itself, to provide direct information about influential but more distant processes and agents' (2000:12). 
Consequently, in trying to understand these things and the effects they were having, I found myself reaching 
for concepts, terms and reifications of an order that the anthropologically trained disposition regards, in some 
sense, with justified distrust. Nevertheless, these were necessary in order to grasp the character of local 
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practices, relations and events that were increasingly constituted at the intersection of simultaneously 
nebulous and concrete things – paradoxical things such as the State or the Market, whose 'misplaced 
concreteness' may even be intrinsic to their social efficacy (Abrams 1988; Carrier 1997; Taussig 1997). 
Within these parameters, over-emphasizing the kind of small-scale, in-depth village-level engagement 
pioneered by anthropology would have meant succumbing to a counter-productive fetishism of the local, of 
embodied presence and of face-to-face interactions. In responding to the shifting character of practice and 
life-worlds alike, anthropological engagement becomes, itself, a game of shifting scales. 
In a non-trivial sense, the complex realities confronted by the herders I worked with were part and parcel of 
the everyday social reality that I lived in myself, and my education in many of the issues they confronted was 
an education in aspects of my own life-world that may have been remote from my own experience, but 
which nevertheless formed part of the modernity that I, as a native Norwegian, inhabited and had inhabited 
for many years. At one point I noted in my fieldwork diary that whereas some anthropologists came out of 
fieldwork as apprentice shamans and sorcerers, I myself looked set to come out of it either as a qualified 
small-scale meat-business operator or an apprentice food safety inspector: both of them occupations that 
were, in one sense, familiar to the point of banality, yet also and at the same time, with only a minor focal 
adjustment, completely exotic. As I found myself forced to think more seriously about matters such as the 
transformation of animals into food or the complex reality of the State, I was in a way one step ahead of the 
ethnographic dictum to make 'the exotic familiar and the familiar exotic'. The utterly familiar social realities 
of industrialized slaughter, State regulation and the circulation of commodified meat – realities that I 
participated in intimately, both as consumer and citizen – were already, to me, far more strange and 
unfamiliar in their operation than the nominally exotic herding practices of my informants: far more strange 
to me, in fact, than to my herder informants, who were coping with and adapting to them in their everyday 
practice. Inseparably mingled, the two quantities folded in on themselves and reversed positions. This had 
implications for my own ethnographic poise.
Anthropological fieldwork troubles the lines between the personal and the professional – but this very 
troubling can itself also be mobilized as a heuristic device, for the purposes of research. During breaks from 
my fieldwork in Finnmark I would sometimes go home, to visit my parents in the south of the country. When 
I did, my mother often went to the local supermarket to purchase reindeer meat that had been produced at 
'my' slaughterhouse, 2500km further north. Not only did reindeer meat flow through and make porous the 
various lines that demarcated 'my field' and separated it from 'home', creating connections, but the very 
carnivorous modernity within which reindeer meat circulated was the same modernity that I inhabited 
myself, and the practices, institutions, and discourses that this implicated were also mine. As consumer, I 
participated actively in the very systems of commercial production that were transforming the practices I 
studied; I myself occupied a particular, embodied position relative to, and within, the transnational matrix of 
discourse, networks, ideology and technologies that constitutes the modernity into which reindeer and their 
herders were being integrated. An ethnography of the present moment of reindeer herding thus also became, 
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perforce, a kind of auto-ethnography: to avoid making their effects and their strangeness invisible, I had to 
attempt to distance myself from institutions and practices that I took too easily for granted. Mark Hobart has 
argued for a notion of anthropology as 'radical metaphysical critique', and self-critique (Hobart 2000). Here I 
take the anthropological encounter as an opportunity for a reflexive turn of a more practical bent, using the 
changing situation of reindeer herding as an opening to examine and interrogate some of the systems and 
institutions that constitute part of the modernity into which it is being integrated, and which both I and most 
of my presumed readers inhabit.
Over the last century, the scientific and anthropological knowledge produced about the Norwegian Sámi 
population has percolated through the community and come to inform practices, self-understanding and the 
very forms and expressions through which Sámi identity is articulated. When I attended the annual 
conference of the NRL in Bodø in 2005, a Sámi entrepreneur was manning a small stall at the back of the 
conference hall that sold coffee mugs engraved with Sámi kinship terminology in three languages, with 
accompanying leaflets that explained the meaning of each term and summarized the history of Sámi kinship 
research. My key informants at the slaughterhouse and the mobile slaughterhouse were well versed in the 
history and problems of indigenous research – some of them not only attended scientific and academic 
seminars, but participated actively in arranging them, to establish dialogue between the herder and scientific 
communities. One recurrent figure in my conversations with herders about research on Sámi issues was the 
annoying, short-sighted, intrusive and clueless researcher, often employed by government agencies, who 
came in for 'a few weeks', extracted the information he or she expected and then disappeared, to write 
'misguided' reports that circulated widely but were never read by the herders themselves. At one point during 
the 2004 slaughtering season, I was learning to flay reindeer legs at the round-up corral. One of the herders 
came over to me and asked me to come along. On the other side of the round-up fence another, unfamiliar 
anthropologist was walking around draped in cameras and expensive equipment, filming and recording 
interviews with the slaughterers 'left, right and centre' – the herder wanted me to find out 'what on earth she 
was doing'. It turned out she was a medical anthropologist, conducting a quantitative study of 'Sámi kinship 
and inherited disease' and out to secure some interviews. When I referred this back, the herder raised her 
eyebrows and smirked, then looked over at her husband. He shook his head: 'Ah well. She's one of those, 
then...' Clearly it was necessary to attempt to dissociate myself from this template, and I believe that within 
limits I succeeded: after some four months, one of my informants expressed amazement and pleasure that I 
was 'still there' and had not yet left, unlike 'those other researchers'.
Aspects of the anthropological method that I adopted early on – such as the emphasis on participant 
observation and informal conversations over structured interviews and questionnaires, and the effort to 
establish longer-term relations of trust with informants – were particularly suited to the task at hand, and to 
ameliorating the atmosphere of potential suspicion that sometimes surrounded my activities. Quite a few of 
my informants were university trained themselves, and openness about the nature of my research helped 
create a relaxed and convivial atmosphere within which they were able to engage actively and constructively 
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with my agendas: discussing drawbacks and blind-spots, directing me to relevant literature and pointing me 
to areas that they personally considered interesting or wished to draw attention to for their own reasons. 
Some of the discussions I had with informants influenced both my approach and my research themes quite 
significantly. At one point, for example, one of my key informants at the Krampenes field abattoir told me 
how she was 'fed up and tired' of analyses that persistently essentialized ethnicity and similar terms as stable 
categories and failed to address questions that went beyond the simple relationship between the Norwegian 
majority society and the Sámi minority. As she said, 'it's always Sámi this, Sámi that'. Instead, she wanted 
analyses that broadened the field of Sámi research, by paying attention to issues of more general import and 
going beyond the simple but thoroughly over-rehearsed themes of the anthropological canon: themes such as 
identity, ethnicity and kinship that were long since exhausted by decades of anthropological research, 
publications and lectures, and now circulated in the form of coffee mug inscriptions. Instead, she wanted 
anthropologists and social scientists to engage with 'more relevant issues', such as the effects of State 
centralization, industrialization and food hygiene regulations on small-scale slaughtering enterprises. 
Broadly speaking I agree with her assessment of the state of Norwegian Sámi research, and in the light of her 
complaint I have tried to develop the argument of the dissertation in other directions, deliberately avoiding 
some of the more obviously traditional themes of Norwegian Sámi anthropology.
Other methodological aspects of my work also need to be discussed. Anthropological fieldwork of the type I 
conducted involves the researcher in a personal capacity; the personal itself becomes an instrument of 
research. Developed over time, relations with informants come to exceed any strictly defined situational 
parameters set by the interview format or the researcher-informant relationship. Social, emotional and 
personal attachments are formed, and over time the background and personality of the researcher determine 
the relations out of which a dissertation such as this is ultimately forged. At one point or another, most 
aspects of my own complex and ambivalent status as a southerner and native Norwegian were brought into 
play in social relations and situations that in turn produced empirical material. For example, I was raised in a 
rural island setting in Southern Norway, but both my parents were from Oslo and I grew up speaking a 
relatively strict Oslo accent. In Finnmark, my accent immediately pegged me as a southerner through and 
through; at the same time however, I could establish common ground by drawing on a shared register of 
hostility towards 'rich people from Oslo', the archetypal negative stereotype of southerners. More recently, I 
have spent the last ten years living permanently abroad: defined as conversant cultural competence and 
familiarity with the elements of everyday culture, my own Norwegian-ness fell significantly short of the 
Norwegian-ness of many asylum seekers, never mind that of my herder informants. Despite my linguistic 
fluency, jokes and references to current celebrities or politicians generally passed right over my head, 
frequently giving me occasion to admit my own ignorance. 
Perhaps most significantly, my father Erik Reinert has been involved in matters of herding policy at the 
national level for several years, overlapping with my own fieldwork. Among other things, he represented the 
National Association of Reindeer Herders in the 2001 negotiations over the Reindeer Herding Act (E. Reinert 
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2006). He was a prominent figure, and the herders I worked with were familiar with him and were generally 
in agreement with his political agenda: to diminish the powerful hold of the major slaughterhouse operators 
on the reindeer meat market, strengthening small-scale producers and encouraging product diversification (E. 
Reinert 2000, 2001, 2002). When introduced and in conversations I often found myself – voluntarily or not – 
trading on the symbolic capital that arose from my association with him. Often I found myself inundated 
with information that related to his interests but not necessarily to mine. While most of the associations 
brought about through the link to my father were favourable, there were also times when this link closed 
doors, limiting my access to certain practices, locations or actors. Among the more significant examples of 
this was my interview with the major slaughterhouse operator in Eastern Finnmark, who had long been a 
political opponent of my father: relations between the two of them were civil, but they had often sat on 
opposite sides of high-level negotiating tables. When I interviewed him in late 2004, he was courteous and 
gave me a tour of his processing plant but explained in no uncertain terms that 'after this I do not want to see 
you again'. As he stated, he had no guarantees that I was not 'doing Erik's bidding', and he had no control 
over what I would write on the basis of information he provided me with. The political situation at the time 
was tense. Complex policy negotiations were taking place and a competing consortium of reindeer herders 
had recently established itself in Kautokeino and started marketing meat, with the assistance of my father. 
Given this, he preferred to 'play with his cards close to his chest'. I had to accept this and re-structure my 
research accordingly.
Adopting an open-ended and informant-led approach has influenced not only the orientation and findings of 
my research, but also the content, structure and presentation of my material in the present dissertation. 
During fieldwork I was made privy to a range of sensitive information concerning roles, relationships and 
conflicts between groups and individuals, both within the district and outside it. It rapidly became clear that 
exposing or discussing these relations, even in the limited medium of a doctoral dissertation, would betray 
the confidence of my informants and might have considerable negative repercussions. Connections between 
the Sámi community and the Scott Polar Research Institute are strong (e.g. Eikeland 2003) and, to a 
determined business rival or hostile neighbour, physically accessing this dissertation would not pose great 
difficulties. The very distinctive characteristics of the district with regard to size, composition and herding 
practices made effective anonymity at that scale impossible to achieve. Instead I have actively sought to 
disguise the identities of directly cited individuals. For example, except where identification for whatever 
reason is necessary or inconsequential, the same individual may be cited several times in different contexts 
without the connection between the statements being made apparent – a convention that may be unfortunate 
in terms of 'thick description', but which I consider warranted and in line with the premises on which I 
engaged with my informants. 
For similar reasons, I have also opted to privilege certain practices, institutions and objects over others, 
leaving aside any particularly detailed analysis of factions, kinship structures and rivalries – both within the 
district, and between districts. In general, reindeer herding in Norway is a small, dense, sensitive and socially 
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transparent field – everyone is more or less aware of everyone else, and interested in their affairs. Beyond 
this, the particular group of herders that I worked with were distinctive and well known, nationally and 
internationally. The small size of the group and the instant recognizability of any protagonists would likely 
have resulted in undue scrutiny and possible exploitation by interested parties. Even as it is, anyone 
moderately familiar with the district or even Norwegian reindeer herding in general will probably recognize 
most of the central characters involved in the dissertation. In this context, a discussion of factional politics 
and rivalries within the group would represent a violation of trust, potentially embarrassing and subject to 
misuse. This problem was clearly spelled out by several key informants early on during fieldwork and I 
adapted my work accordingly – particularly as this did not represent a significant break with my original 
research agenda (H. Reinert 2003, 2004). Additionally, of course, the social institutions of Norwegian 
herding have already been charted and explored in depth by highly trained indigenous researchers, often 
themselves herders with family backgrounds in the practice and years of practical experience (e.g. Kalstad 
1993, 1997, 1998, 1999l; Oskal 1995, 2000; Sara 2001). Profoundly versed in the practice of herding and the 
logic of its institutions, these researchers have been far more suited to such tasks than myself, particularly in 
the context of a relatively brief research project such as this. 
Certain aspects of the style and form of the dissertation are also linked to these issues, and need to be 
explained here. For one, except for a few short quotes, I make very little use of direct quotations of speech. I 
acknowledge that this represents both a break with the conventions of anthropological writing and a potential 
problem, insofar as readers may argue that I do not give my informants sufficient voice within the text. As I 
have discussed already, however, conditions of fieldwork and my relations with informants were not such 
that it was appropriate to make much use of recording equipment. The overwhelming majority of my 
transcripts of conversations are therefore written down from memory: some immediately, some after half a 
day or more had elapsed. Consequently, rather than to affect a simulated precision by reconstructing 
conversations, I have opted to cite directly only those parts of conversation that I transcribed verbatim. A 
side-effect of this has been to further reinforce the relative anonymity I have been able to afford my 
informants: given the close conditions and small size of the community I worked in, extended quotations 
would have aided identification considerably, particularly in the case of those statements that were the most 
critical, and which therefore would have been more interesting and often more relevant to refer in extenso. 
More than once an informant turned nervously to me, after some particularly colourful statement or outburst, 
to confirm that I would not quote them: 'You're not going to put this in your dissertation, are you?' Beyond 
the immediate ethical questions of anonymity and identification, of course, lurk the theoretical and 
methodological debates from the late 80s about polyphonic texts and the crisis of representation (e.g. 
Clifford 1988). It is not clear to me that the practice of including extensive chunks of directly quoted speech 
necessarily addresses the issues raised by these debates – the overall structure and argument of the text 
within which they are selectively included remains the voice of the individual anthropologist writer, and 
there are other, equally effective authorial techniques by which the texture, complexity and dissonance of 
real social situations can be rendered as textual effects (e.g. Law 2002, 2004).
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The material I present here aims primarily at capturing the factors and conditions that affect and determine 
the form and practice of reindeer slaughtering at a particular point in time and space, namely the time (and 
space) of my fieldwork. It is not intended as a comparative exercise: the argument moves within and along 
coordinates set by other writers, but the references are often implicit. No doubt the highly extensive herding 
form of my informants could have formed the basis for a range of interesting contrasts and comparisons – for 
example to the more intensive forms of herding and milch pastoralism practised historically in the southern 
Norwegian districts (Berg 2000). More generally, I could also have placed my material in conversation with 
the extremely rich and extensive literature on reindeer pastoralism in Finland (Ingold 1977), Sweden (Beach 
1981) and Siberia (Anderson 2000; Ssorin-Chaikov 2003; Vitebsky 2005) – or, for that matter, forms of 
pastoralism further afield, such as in Africa (e.g. Scoones 1995), Central Asia (Humphrey & Sneath 1999) or 
elsewhere (Ingold 1980; Galaty & Johnson 1990). To do so, however, would have required another thesis 
entirely – or rather, a whole a series of them. As it is, one of my aims in the present exercise has been 
precisely to re-contextualise pastoral modernization in Norway, re-framing it within a new set of theoretical 
and historical coordinates. Perhaps in the future I will have the opportunity, based on further research, to 
develop such lines of comparison – to undertake, for example, an analysis of the relationship between 
historically intensive milch pastoralism elsewhere in Scandinavia, the so-called 'barnyard model' (Chapters 2 
and 6) and the current proposals for 'stationary' or 'post-nomadic' pastoralism in Norway. In the meantime 
however, the limits of the present format – and of the empirical research that I conducted – prevent me from 
undertaking such an analysis here.
Even a few years from now, with the introduction of new legislation, the horizons of the situation will have 
been significantly re-framed – nevertheless, the current situation of reindeer herding in Norway differs so 
significantly from the situation described in the principal monographs (e.g. Paine 1994) that I believe the 
effort of describing it has merit in its own right. Simultaneously, as I mentioned, insofar as many of these 
factors and conditions form part of the modernity in which I myself participate, the argument also contains 
elements of auto-ethnography and of a more general cultural critique. As the research progressed it became 
increasingly clear that it was impossible to consider the modernization of reindeer slaughtering in isolation 
from the wider discourses, devices, conventions and animal ideologies that framed practices of production, 
circulation and consumption of meat in the West – elements of culture that I had been raised to take for 
granted, but which here appeared to me in a strange new light, denaturalized, through their effects on the 
practices I was studying.
In the end, the focus and content of my argument reflect my position, shared by most of my key herder 
informants, that the most pressing indigenous and cultural problems of the present day may not be those that 
flaunt their indigeneity on their sleeves, or fly conspicuously the tricoleur of culture. It is my belief that the 
restructuring of slaughtering practice may be far more extensive in its ramifications and comprehensive in its 
effects than any policies currently taking 'indigenous culture' as their object and concern – in large part, for 
its entry under the banner of an intractable, benign and naturalized modernization. One of the key strands of 
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my argument is that the recent and not-so-recent shifts and changes in reindeer herding have resulted in an 
almost explosive proliferation and intensification of the powers and interests that are vested in the reindeer 
themselves – and more specifically, in the context of this dissertation, in the practices by which they are 
killed. Within living memory, the act of killing a reindeer has come to involve complex and ever denser 
networks – of people and machines, flows and economies, rules and legislators – that are dispersed and 
linked across the globe in ways that traverse scales: from local neighbours concerned about ecological 
degradation, to the global hierarchies of power, authority and legitimation that are vested in the food safety 
complex. Collier and Ong define an assemblage as the 'product of multiple determinations that are not 
reducible to a single logic' (2005:12). In this sense, the reindeer themselves are more than ever a global 
assemblage – connected, managed, regulated, killed, processed and distributed in ways that within living 
memory, two generations ago, were practically unthinkable. Maintaining the continued viability of herding 
demands that herders adapt to these new conditions, to the new powers vested in the animals that they find 
themselves herding and to the rapidly shifting fields and networks of global power and discourse within 
which their practice is now irreversibly situated. Constantly challenged and reconstituted at this complex, 
unstable and fluctuating juncture, the identity of herders and animals alike is at stake in new ways – ways 
that are still only dimly beginning to be conceptualized.
Chapter breakdown
Formulated in general terms, the central question I have set myself in the present dissertation is this: what 
exactly is happening in the field of reindeer slaughtering? What is the nature of the rapid changes that the 
practice of pastoral slaughtering is undergoing? What is at stake in them and, perhaps most importantly, what 
are their implications and probable consequences? Early in my fieldwork, one Norwegian informant who 
was closely involved with the politics of reindeer herding told me how, during a workshop on reindeer meat 
marketing, one of the major slaughterhouse operators had leaned in close and told him not to 'worry so much' 
about reindeer herding: after all, 'reindeer are just reindeer'. With this, he meant to say that things were not as 
complicated as my informant sought to present them – in the end, the reindeer were just animals to be 
slaughtered, like any other animal. This dissertation is formulated as a kind of indirect reply to his remark, 
and to the homogenization it performs: reindeer are in fact many things, to many people. Furthermore, as 
conditions for practice and engagement change and reindeer come to be known, interacted with and killed in 
new ways, they are also effectively becoming new 'things', 'something else' (Law 2002; Mol 2002) – the aim 
of my argument is to unpack, at least in part, what this 'something else' might be. More specifically 
formulated, the red thread of a question that unites the following chapters, and encompasses my exploration 
of traditional knowledge, is this: what is a reindeer, and to whom? And more specifically still, what is it at 
the moment of its death? I approach this thematic through an ethnographic exploration of the intersection, 
interface or encounter between reindeer slaughtering practices and a range of other practices, institutions and 
discourses that are loosely associated with the industrial meat system – scientific, economic, industrial and 
administrative. This interface is not a distinct or easily defined theoretical object – as I return to, in practice 
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the boundaries between traditional and modern, Sámi and Norwegian, industrial and non-industrial are 
constantly being drawn and redrawn, by a range of actors and for a range of reasons.
Chapter 2 gives some further background on the principal fieldwork site, the Varanger peninsula, and 
discusses the movements of the District 6 herd across it. It outlines some of the political issues that were 
vested in the spatial management of reindeer, including local conflicts, reindeer poaching and what I termed 
to myself the 'reindeer in the rose bushes' problem, of reindeer turning up in the wrong place. Multiple and 
often competing utilization produced space as an increasingly limited resource, and unless the reindeer were 
seen to be properly managed, they tended to revert in the eyes of local non-herders to a state of perceived 
wildness, in which they became increasingly subject to a logic of hunting. Linked to this, the reindeer also 
came increasingly to appear as pests, or nuisances: that is, as a problem that posited the need for solutions, 
often in the form of collective intervention. The inappropriate movements and behaviour of reindeer indexed 
an absence or breakdown of appropriate management, through which important social relations between 
herders and other actors were jeopardized and potentially disrupted. To repair these relations herders 
engaged, to a degree, in self-conscious enactments of responsible management. Particularly against the 
backdrop of widespread concerns with the so-called crisis of reindeer overpopulation, practices of reindeer 
slaughtering acquired distinctly political overtones: as a socially visible form of reducing reindeer numbers. 
Finally, the chapter also discusses the question of State control over the marginal spaces of the tundra, and 
how the limitations of this control were evidenced by the persistence of reindeer poaching practices – in a 
way that brought into question not only the character of State claims to territorial sovereignty, but also its 
claims to another form of sovereignty – namely, sovereignty over the reindeer themselves, in the strict 
Foucauldian sense of exercising the right to kill. 
Chapter 3 describes in some detail the practices at the round-up corral, emphasizing the role and effects of 
the corral in coordinating human and reindeer bodies. In the first place, the corral was a technical device that 
facilitated herd management. Within its structure, specific animals could be separated out from the unruly 
herd – as discrete individual bodies that could be manipulated and intervened on. In making the herd 
manageable in this way, the corral also served a range of other important social functions. The herders I 
worked with utilised the round-up corral itself, intentionally and strategically, as a device of social 
engineering that enabled them to influence and control the present and future character of herding practice. 
Among other things, it ensured the transmission of knowledge and skills; reproduced conditions for 
developing familiarity with and knowledge of reindeer through physical practice; facilitated the maintenance 
of social relations in the face of increasing geographical dispersion and mobility; and contributed to the 
formation of appropriate herder subjects – men and women who possessed appropriate loyalties and 
attachments to the life of herding. Locating or re-locating into the corral certain practices that had been 
increasingly shifted out of view – particularly the work of women and children – also served long-term 
political purposes, making the practices in question appear more attractive and ensuring skill transmission 
and recruitment. This use of the corral depended in part on its privileged character, as a kind of carnivalesque 
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or festive space where everyday rhythms were suspended. Developing the theme of social visibility, this 
chapter also discusses how the round-up corral operated as a visible nexus that concentrated practice, 
particularly the slaughter, and made it visible to the outside world in a way that contrasted starkly with the 
logic of the industrial slaughter. Finally, these social functions are briefly discussed in terms of Foucauldian 
notions of discipline and the disciplining power.
In Chapter 4 I discuss the industrial slaughterhouse as a social space that produces a new order, or 
distribution, of visible and invisible elements. The closed and exclusive organization that it institutes 
contrasts strongly with the informal sociality of the round-up fence. With its advent, the act of killing 
disappears into an inaccessible elsewhere, passed into the hands of paid professionals, and the access of 
herders to raw materials from the carcass is limited. Effectively, the practical requirements of running a 
regulation-compliant slaughtering operation also centralize the means of production, excluding herders from 
the reindeer meat value chain. Beyond this, the seclusion of the act of killing forms part of a wider cultural 
system of industrial meat production: for herders, control over the meaning of meat, particularly over the 
killing and bloodshed that it references, has become an increasingly important aspect of adapting to the 
requirements of market-oriented production. In contrast with the hygienic order of the slaughterhouse, the 
accessible open-air killing at the corral is also open to observation by lay people – and thus to controversy. 
In the light of this, Chapter 5 examines some of the interventions of non-herder groups into the practice of 
reindeer slaughtering, specifically in terms of the controversies that currently surround the continued use of 
curved knives in Norwegian reindeer slaughtering. These knives were originally designed and introduced in 
the 1920s as part of a programme to reform slaughter, but have subsequently been adopted by herders as a 
cherished and traditional tool of herding practice. Their history illustrates key shifts in the parameters for 
State agency and in the relationship between State and herders, while current debates demonstrate how 
morally charged slaughtering practices become enrolled in the production of unacceptable social difference. 
Animal activists develop historical narratives of moral progress that articulate with other discourses to 
produce a 'present moment of the State' – ethically and socially defined – that threatens to exclude herders 
from participation in the State project, turning them instead into the objects of reform and intervention. 
Challenging this negative construction of their own past, herders instead define the knife as an indigenous 
tradition and invoke the attendant obligations of the State to preserve it. In this way, the technical minutiae of 
slaughtering practice become a social battleground where issues such as citizenship, social inclusion, the 
value of history and the character or obligations of the State come to be at stake.
Chapter 6 picks up on the themes of the previous chapter, to examine the political pressure towards 
domestication and increased control over animals produced by discourses – and practices – of animal 
welfare. The problem of emergency feeding highlights the practical tensions between an indigenous ethic 
that works to preserve the autonomy of the reindeer, by limiting the degree of human control over them, and 
the ethical assumptions of activist discourse and scientific discourses of welfare. Non-herder discourses of 
reindeer welfare fail to register the problem of limiting human control over reindeer: activists render herder 
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behaviour towards their kept reindeer as irresponsible and negligent, while scientific discourses of welfare 
elide the ethical issues raised by bringing reindeer into the coordinates of scientific observability in the first 
place. Drawing on Latour in closing, I suggest that the question of welfare illustrates how modernization 
operates in terms of practices of purification which produce and reinforce dichotomies – between human and 
animal, domestic and wild, object and subject – that may be foreign to the ethos and practices of herding, but 
which are progressively coming to supplant these. In the light of this, perhaps the most pertinent question 
becomes whether this purification – expressed and enacted in regulations, directives, practices and discourses 
– can be realistically resisted. Will herders be able, in the future, to articulate and sustain as ethical an ethos 
that limits human control and responsibility over reindeer? If not, this represents a drastic if non-obvious 
shift in the parameters for future herding practice. 
Finally, Chapter 7 uses the trope of animal sacrifice as a device to conceptualize and draw out some overall 
implications of the argument in the foregoing chapters. Compared to traditional accounts and theories of 
sacrificial practice, industrial slaughter appears first and foremost as a kind of violence that constantly seeks 
to negate or disguise itself. Whereas the efficacy of sacrificial violence depends in no small part on its 
recognition as an exercise of violence, industrial slaughter proceeds along opposite lines – the more the 
violence involved in it disappears qua violence, the more legitimate and acceptable it becomes. This apparent 
opposition is complicated by the fact that compared to informal practices of everyday killing – for private 
consumption, for example – both animal sacrifice and industrial slaughter represent highly ritualized forms 
o f violence: complex, closely scripted and rule-bound procedures that transform the act of killing into a 
minutely choreographed spectacle of death, involving a wide range of specified actors and functions. Perhaps 
the principal difference between the two lies with the specification of the audience: as a spectacle, industrial 
slaughter is organized specifically for the eyes of the inspecting veterinarian, for an audience of one – 
herders are expelled from the act of killing and become, instead, part of the absent audience of the act. 
Finally, the notion of sacrifice draws attention to the shifting and socially constituted character of the 
sacrificial victim – a question that returns the argument full circle to the question I posed at the outset, in the 
present chapter: 'what is a reindeer'? Oriented by Agamben's concept of the bare life, I suggest that what is at 
stake in the industrialization of reindeer slaughter may be the relationship between individual acts of killing 
on the one hand, and the operation of wider sacrificial economies of death on the other: perhaps best 
exemplified, in the case of my own fieldwork, by the threat of a large-scale reindeer culling operation in 
Western Finnmark – issued by the State in Western Finnmark during the 2004 / 2005 slaughtering season.
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'So are you horrified then, now that you're here?' I had just stepped off the plane at Alta airport to begin 
fieldwork proper, and this was the first thing anyone said to me during fieldwork. My interlocutor was a 
salesman sent out by the local garage, where I was picking up a second-hand car before starting the six-hour 
drive east across the tundra, to the Varanger peninsula. He knew I was a southerner, coming in from Oslo, 
and – expecting the usual – he had already braced himself. It was safe to assume that people from the capital 
would be horrified at the size of the tiny airport, the primitive lack of facilities and the desolate, sparsely 
populated landscape. It took me some time to convince him otherwise. His expectations were neither 
surprising nor inexplicable; rather, they were the reciprocal converse of dominant assumptions and 
prejudices in the South, about the North. Before heading north for fieldwork I had received my fair share of 
warnings from well-meaning friends, southerners who had spent their military service up north and come 
back, bearing dramatic tales of endless frozen nights, mosquitoes the size of small puppies and crazed 
drunken locals slicing visitors with oversized Sámi knives, down at the village disco. As I was to find out, 
such stereotypes and assumptions were mirrored almost point for point up north: 'southerners' [søringer] 
were often assumed to be arrogant, formal, condescending, prejudiced, wealthy but alienated – and not to 
mention helpless in the encounter with the life up North (Eidheim 1993). Being a southerner meant 
participating in a complex history of discourses, practices and structural power relations – a fact that was 
brought to my attention frequently throughout fieldwork, in conversation and in everyday incidents. The 
politically and historically charged relationship between dominant South and northern periphery formed a 
structuring backdrop to the complex local spatial politics in Finnmark. In fact, as a dominant referent and 
metaphor for geographically defined identity, one might even say that this tension was what constituted the 
local Finnmark itself, in the first place, as a margin or a marginal space – geographical, administrative, 
cultural and imagined. In turn, nested within this margin, reindeer and their herders occupied and constituted 
further marginal spaces of their own.
In Animal spaces, beastly places, the two geographers Philo and Wilbert set themselves the task 'to explore 
the conjoint conceptual and material placements of animals, as decided upon by humans in a variety of 
situations, and... to probe the disruptions of these placements as achieved by the animals themselves' 
(2000:24). This forms part of their contribution to the emergent 'new geography of animals', which aims at 
'excavating... networks of human-animal relations... tracing their 'topologies' and showing how the spaces 
and places involved make a difference to the very constitution of the relations in play'. In so doing, this new 
geography also addresses 'broader concerns about non-human agency, about the agency of animals, and the 
extent to which we can say that animals destabilize, transgress or even resist our human orderings, even 
spatial ones' (5). The present chapter aligns itself with their approach, in the sense that it seeks to trace and 
clarify some of the entanglements between the spatial movements and management of reindeer, and the 
frequently blurred or overlapping categories in terms of which the reindeer were treated, understood, 
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engaged with – and killed. The application of certain categories to reindeer – categories such as livestock, 
property, resource, wild game, pest, or problem – related directly to the practices by which they were 
managed (Knight 2002, 2005). Rather than being set, the claims of herders to the reindeer were in flux, 
contingent on their ongoing assertion or reproduction through practice, and could not be taken for granted. 
Between herders, property of reindeer was a social institution and a relationship: it was also, however, a 
social relationship between herders and non-herders, and property claims were thus enmeshed in a wider 
matrix of social tensions, relations and practices. Herder claims to the reindeer also needed to be constantly 
reproduced against the agency of the free-roaming reindeer themselves, who eluded human attempts to 
exercise spatial control over them, transgressed human orderings of space and ended up in the wrong place, 
where their presence bespoke mismanagement and weakened both herder claims to the animals and the 
social legitimacy of herding practice itself. In short, the reindeer occupied a complex juncture where social 
relations, property claims, entitlements, moral discourses, techniques of control and intervention and the 
authority of the State all came to be simultaneously at stake, in the spatial practices by which they were 
managed.
The question of space
Over centuries of internal colonialism, waves of settlement and complex overlapping spatial claims, space in 
Finnmark has become a powerfully politicised topic. Questions of ownership, political control, rightful 
utilization and access to natural resources are vigorously debated and contested, both locally and on the 
national level: in the media, in political speeches and through government reports. Many of the issues vested 
in the question of space were brought to the fore recently by the passage of the 'Finnmark Law' 
[Finnmarksloven], a law which proposed to devolve control over space to the regional level and establish a 
council to preside over matters concerning spatial management and land rights in the region. The law was 
controversial, and both the composition and jurisdiction of the proposed council were widely debated. 
Nationally, many politicians of the left supported the law as redress for centuries of 'colonial exploitation', 
while the chairman of FrP, the leading right-wing party [Fremskrittspartiet, or the Progress Party], 
denounced it as a form of 'Sámi racism': as he argued, affording political power and privilege to an ethnically 
defined minority contradicted the basis of 'egalitarian society' and marked the birth of Sámi 'apartheid' ('Sámi 
Fundamentalism', Dagbladet 13.05.2005). Within Finnmark, tensions ran high. Some ethnic Norwegians 
were concerned about the relative power of Sámi interests within the council, while non-herding Sámi were 
worried that the interests of herders would be over-represented at the expense of other traditional indigenous 
activities. 
In general, however, most inhabitants agreed on the basic principle of devolution that drove the law: control 
over space and resources should pass from the remote South and be restored to the local population in 
Finnmark. Their present lack of control over their own resources and space was not only colonial and 
exploitative in nature, but State management at a distance was also generally considered incompetent, 
inadequate and based on incorrect assumptions. Administrators and bureaucrats 'down south' did not and 
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could not understand Finnmark. The region and its spaces were best managed by 'local people', who 
understood its qualities and requirements from custom, lived experience and embodied inhabitation. This 
was a dominant and widespread opinion: visits to the region by southern politicians were almost invariably 
hailed, met with nods of approval and comments such as 'maybe they'll finally see how things work up here, 
now'. To the herders I worked with, such disembodied management at a distance posed itself primarily as a 
problem of a lacking understanding – on the part of administrators, bureaucrats and legislators – of the 
particular spatial qualities and requirements of herding practice. Herders frequently argued that policies and 
interventions were premised on inappropriate assumptions; prime among these was the so-called 'barnyard 
mentality', or the belief apparently held by administrators that the tundra could be managed as a stable, 
predictable, safe and regulated environment, 'like a barn'. I return to this matter later in this chapter.
Both reindeer and their herders have figured as a problem of Norwegian statecraft since long before the 
emergence of the Norwegian nation-state in its current form, in the early 19th century (Bull 1997). Over 
time, the terms of this problem and the solutions required have varied: each formulation has dictated 
different forms of strategic engagement and mobilization of resources, in line with the interests, agendas and 
capacities of the State itself and the people who ran it (Bjørklund 2000). In the 18th and 19th centuries, for 
example, the dominant formulation of the 'herding problem' was geopolitical: herding was a matter of 
national security. Crystallizing national borders in the region frequently intersected existing migration routes. 
Disrespectful of map-drawn borders, the migrant reindeer and the 'nomads' that followed in their trail 
threatened the integrity of the new, exclusive regimes of space being forged. To State-makers and regulators, 
their mobility suggested loyalties that were equally mobile, potentially mercenary and easily turned (Eriksen 
& Niemi 1981). Articulated with the need to produce stable and incontrovertibly national populations, the 
problem of herding thus became a matter of spatial control and adjustment within the emergent regime of 
bounded or exclusive State territoriality. In subsequent centuries, the nomadic reindeer pastoralism of the 
indigenous Sámi population continued to appear as an administrative problem, periodically defined and 
redefined in terms of the dominant interests and concerns of the Norwegian majority society: as a question of 
geopolitical security, border integrity, fashioning a stable national cultural identity, regional economic 
development or – more recently – of indigenous rights, minority welfare politics and ecological degradation 
due to reindeer overpopulation (Bjørklund 1995). Perhaps the most dominant formulations of the pastoral 
problem today centre on questions of space – whether as a question of ecological degradation due to 
unsustainable ratios between reindeer numbers and available grazing resources, or as the tension between 
herder claims, rights and interests and the interests of other actors with claims to the spaces utilised by 
herders.
The question of space is also one of the most pressing social and political problems facing the Norwegian 
reindeer herding industry as a whole. Compared to other herding areas such as Russia and the Americas, 
herders in Norway operate within a very tight economy of space, competing with a wide range of other users 
and frequently overlapping claims and practices. Reindeer pastoralism is a spatially demanding practice – 
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according to official statistics, it utilizes approximately 40% of the total Norwegian land mass 
(Reindriftsforvaltningen 2005). The numbers are misleading if read to suggest a claim of exclusive 
territoriality: in practice, as I make clear in this chapter, herding territories are utilized by a wide range of 
non-herder actors. Herds and individual animals require access to a complex and differentiated range of 
spaces, and their requirements may vary unpredictably depending on environmental and human factors. The 
animals regularly migrate between seasonal pasture grounds; while the dates and precise paths of these 
migrations are influenced by herders, the animals are also creatures of habit and 'control over the herd must 
be exercised as a compromise with the territorial bindings of the animal' (Magga, Oskal & Sara 2001:4). 
Over time, the movements of the herd constitute habitual grooves in the landscape, regular routes which can 
be modified but not changed entirely – at least, not without great difficulty. Herders are thus in constant 
adaptation to the requirements of environment and animals, and the ability to respond flexibly to changing 
conditions can mean the difference between survival and death for large numbers of animals, even entire 
herds. In spatial terms, this flexibility is increasingly under threat by expanding interests that limit the 
available options for moving the herd elsewhere and finding alternative grazing grounds when required. 
Today, herding territories are under escalating pressure from increasing motorization, expanding road 
systems, growing tourism, real estate development, national parks, hydroelectric installations and military 
practice ranges. In many places, traditional management strategies such as 'letting the herd loose' to fend for 
itself under conditions where feed is scarce (Beach 1981; Sara 2001) are becoming increasingly difficult, 
even impossible to adopt. To compound this problem, territorial compensation cases have often been settled 
according to a piecemeal paradigm, whereby compensation for expropriated territories has been measured in 
financial terms per individual territory, without attention to the multiple functions of specific tracts of land, 
the compound long-term effects of aggregate territory loss and the overall minimum spatial conditions 
required to maintain viable herding. As one herder informant told me, angrily, 'Reindeer don't eat money! 
What do they want us to do with it?' A classic and exemplary study of this latter problematic is Bjørklund 
and Brantenberg's report on the consequences of the Alta dam project (1981; see also Paine 1982, Thuen 
1995). Within the herder community, the pressured economy of space is producing a marked sense of 
frustration and concern for the future. This dominant mood, a sense of an industry under pressure to vanish, 
is noticeable at meetings and conferences, in official communications and in conversations with individual 
herders. At the annual NRL conference in Bodø in 2005, president Aslak Eira told delegates that 'at the 
current pace, future generations will simply not have spaces left to herd in'. Under such conditions, continued 
access to herding land has become a fragile, contingent and constantly negotiated achievement, dependent on 
the ability of herders to organise and make valid claims in the public sphere, and to maintain the social 
legitimacy of herding itself, through practices such as building social relations within the local community, 
establishing collaborative rapport with the authorities and managing, insofar as this is possible, the coverage 
of the media.
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The Varanger peninsula
The grazing district system is one of the key administrative tools for the spatial management of reindeer. The 
system divides reindeer herding territories into six top-tier 'reindeer pasture areas' [reinbeiteområder], four of 
which are outside Finnmark: Troms, Nordland, Nord-Trøndelag and Sør-Trøndelag/Hedmark. Finnmark 
hosts the largest density of reindeer and reindeer herders in the country, and hosts two of these areas: Western 
and Eastern Finnmark. Eastern Finnmark is divided further into the two subordinate administrative areas 
[reinsogn] of Karasjok and Polmak/Varanger, where I conducted most of my fieldwork. Each of the top-tier 
'pasture areas' is managed by a local chapter of the national Reindeer Herding Administration 
[Reindriftsforvaltningen], which has its central headquarters in Alta, in Western Finnmark (Lie & Nygaard 
2000). Pasture areas are divided further into individual 'reindeer pasture districts' [reinbeitedistrikter], each 
of which contains a number of individual reindeer herding licences or management units [driftsenheter]. 
According to the annual statistics published by the Reindeer Herding Administration there were, as of March 
31 2005, a total of 82 such districts in Norway, with a total of 569 active herding units. The Administration 
estimates that a total of 2855 people are involved in reindeer herding on a national basis 
(Reihndriftsforvaltningen 2005:54-56). Herding activities in each 'pasture district' are managed internally by 
district councils [distriktsstyrer] composed of herders elected from within the district. Responsibilities of 
these committees include setting timetables for herd migrations and round-ups, working out shift rotations 
for herd duty, allocating funds and subsidies, mediating disputes and deciding on matters of collective 
interest to the district.
In this sense, the grazing district system operates as a social instrument to structure and subdivide the herder 
population into units, with precisely defined forms and mechanisms of accountability – an effect that harks 
back to the original aim of the system, which was not only to stabilize the herder population within 
partitioned, regularized and visible spaces, but also to establish mechanisms of accountability in cases of 
damage to (primarily) Norwegian agricultural interests (Bull 1997; Jonassen & Kalstad 2003; Hætta, Sara & 
Rushfeldt 1994). For Finnmark, the general outline of the current grazing districts was established in 1934, 
following the passage of the 1933 Reindeer Herding Act which called for a more detailed and precise system 
of territorial administration than what was in existence. Only minor modifications have taken place since 
then, though there are current plans for a fundamental redrawing of the system, to account for changes in 
practice and social organization since its introduction (Hætta, Sara & Rushfeldt 1994). With the allocation 
between districts according to seasons, the system was in theory designed to reflect and accommodate the 
inherent mobility of reindeer. In practice, it circumscribed the adaptive flexibility of herders, by placing strict 
and often impractical limits on herd movements. Upon its introduction, the system rearranged existing 
pasture management systems, recreating them as a grid of inflexible, bounded spatial units amenable to State 
systems of territoriality (Forrest 1997). It stipulated and enforced fixed, non-negotiable dates for moving 
between seasonal pasture grounds. Then as today, unusual weather, capricious animals, logistical 
breakdowns and problems with organising the labour required to round up and move the herd can delay the 
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migration beyond these dates. Factors such as varying pasture ground conditions and the overall state of the 
herd may also make it strategically desirable to move the herd outside the set time-frames. Such delays and 
disruptions invite official sanctions, even lawsuits, and frequently sour relations with locals, administrators 
and neighbouring herder groups. Many of the herders I worked with argued that the current system is 
inadequate and in crisis.
Most of the empirical material for this dissertation is drawn from one such reindeer grazing district, the 
summer pasture grounds in District 6 on the Varanger peninsula. The district is part of the Polmak/ Varanger 
administrative area. On a map, the district covers most of the Varanger peninsula, except for a broad strip 
along the western coast that constitutes District 7 (Figure 2.1). Its corresponding winter pastures lie in 
District 5D. Before the advent of pastoralism in its current form, the peninsula was the site of intensive 
reindeer hunting: a range 
of prehistoric trapping 
and hunting complexes 
still litter the inland 
(Vorren & Eriksen 1993). The peninsula lies close to both the Finnish and the Russian borders, and herding 
in the area was significantly affected by the border closures of the early and mid-19th century. Local 
migration routes spanned far across the borders; some of the local herders settled on the Russian side after 
the border closure in 1826. Still, the Russian border closure was loosely enforced and widely disregarded by 
herders, who continued to move their herds across to pastures on the Russian side for years after the closure. 
The subsequent Finnish border closure in 1852 was more rigorously enforced and dramatically cut the 
available pasture grounds for many herder groups, particularly those in Eastern Finnmark (Wikan 1997). The 
suddenness and extent of this redrawing of space occasioned considerable social unrest throughout 
Finnmark: among other things, it contributed directly to the 1852 Sámi uprisings in Kautokeino (Zorgdrager 
1997). 
Today, the district remains unusual for several reasons. For one, most other grazing districts in the country 
are shared between several distinct kin-groups, or siidas. The reindeer of District 6, on the other hand, are 
owned and managed by one extended kinship group, comprising 15 herding licences or 'management units'. 
For comparison, statistics for the 2004/2005 season show that there were 409 active reindeer herding 
management units in Finnmark, or 72% of the total number in Norway. Of these, 227 were in western 
Finnmark, 139 in Karasjok and 43 in Polmak/ Varanger (NORUT & NIBR 2006). One family member in 
each household owns a licence, while other members of the household assist informally with the work of 
managing the animals. The Varanger peninsula herd is also unusually large by Norwegian standards, 
counting more than 8000 animals, though the number varies somewhat from year to year depending on 
factors such as slaughtering out-take, grazing conditions, climatic cycles and predator activity1.
Through the herding year, the herd describes a loose figure-eight pattern; in spring the animals cross over 
1 The main reindeer predators in Finnmark are bear, wolverine, lynx, wolf and eagle (Fylkesmannen i Finnmark 
2000); in the context of my own fieldwork, the ones that came up most frequently were wolverine and eagle.
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from the southern winter pastures in 5D and start moving north along the western side of the peninsula, then 
drift south-east along the coast towards Vardø and west back towards Varangerbotn, where they pass onto the 
winter pastures. While on the winter pastures, the herd requires relatively close management: feed is scarce, 
predators hungry and climatic conditions potentially harsh. The winter pastures are also shared with 
neighbouring groups from districts to the east. To avoid expensive and time-consuming mix-ups with 
neighbouring herds, therefore, the animals need to be watched and managed quite closely. This is reflected in 
the structure of the herd; when it crosses to the winter pastures, the main herd is usually divided into three 
smaller herds that are managed separately – individual herders take out their own personal herds and 
recombine them with the herds of other herders within the kin-group. During the summer half of the year, on 
the other hand, the individual herds belonging to each of the units in the district are managed collectively, as 
one loose but cohesive herd. The pasture grounds are ample and feed is usually more than sufficient. The 
district is also surrounded on most sides by water, bordering only on one other summer grazing district, and 
the risk of herd mixing is small. 
Collective management facilitates the efficient coordination of labour. Throughout the summer some herders 
– usually only a pair – will head out on motorised four-wheelers, on a more or less daily basis, to check up 
on the herd. This herd duty is organised on the basis of a rotational shift timetable, set up by a District 
Council composed of herders from the district. In the absence of serious herd mixing or other unexpected 
events, round-ups are called only at specific and regular points during the year: one in early autumn at 
Krampenes east of Vadsø and one later in winter, at Seidafjell near the crossing to the winter pastures. These 
round-ups involve a marked temporary concentration of the animals, and the intensification of human control 
through the combined deployment of human labour and technology. In technical terms, herding in this 
district is rather more extensive than in other districts (Beach 1981; see Chapter 3) and herders make use of 
relatively sophisticated technological equipment. Depending on the condition of the terrain, the dispersed 
animals of the herd are gathered and driven towards the round-up site using helicopters and either four-
wheelers or snowmobiles.
In the course of this annual cycle, the Varanger herd passes through areas that are utilised and laid claim to 
by a range of other local actors. Conflict is inevitable. For centuries, the inland of the peninsula has been 
used by local non-herders for traditional subsistence activities such as hunting, fishing and cloudberry 
harvesting. The recent rise of motorised transportation has modified both the extent and the ecological 
impact of these activities, creating considerable tensions, both within communities and with local authorities 
who regulate permits for off-road motorised transport. Herders, themselves increasingly motorised, complain 
that careless motorists scare reindeer, disrupt herds and damage the landscape. Non-herders in turn express 
resentment at the privileged 'monopoly' of herders on off-road motorised transport, and turn the accusation of 
ecological degradation back on the herders. Tourism is also a key element of the regional economy, and 
motorised transport has led to increased recreational use, by both locals and tourists, of areas that are also 
used by herders. Finally, State-sector interests in the peninsula are currently represented by two important 
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large-scale projects, one to establish a natural park and the other to construct a windmill energy park. Both 
will impact significantly on the spatial dynamic of reindeer herding in the area (Olli 2003), and herders 
complained about their lack of involvement in approval and planning for the projects: 'the berry-pickers have 
had more of a say in this than us!' 
Many of the herding-related conflicts in the Varanger area could be described as clashes between modes of 
spatial organization. The mobile and migratory character of reindeer frequently puts herders at odds with the 
bounded and exclusive territoriality of institutions such as private property and agricultural cultivation2. 
Stories of reindeer invading private gardens, eating flowers or migrating 'right past my windows' were 
common. Between the persistence of reindeer in their habitual routes on the one hand, and the continuous 
claims of bounded territoriality on the other, conflicts over such issues were often protracted. Sometimes 
they escalated over time, to the level of animosity and physical violence. The herders I worked with 
described illegal fences, reindeer being shot as warning and local farmers threatening them with firearms and 
legal action. Their principal practical countermeasure to prevent the escalation of hostilities was a form of 
ongoing boundary work: ensuring that the animals kept out of proscribed spaces such as population centres, 
private gardens, sheep pastures and the main roads that ran east and north along the coast of the peninsula. 
The reindeer belonged 'out there', and not in the way of humans. Whenever reindeer turned up 'in the wrong 
place' – grazing in the town square, disturbing sheep in their pastures or getting run over by buses late at 
night – several things happened. For one, blame was directed at their herders. The inappropriate spatial 
incursions of reindeer represented a breakdown in control and indexed not only human incompetence or 
inability, but also often the arrogance of herders: their unwillingness to manage the herd in an appropriate 
and socially responsible manner. Secondly, with this visible absence of management, certain socially defined 
categories began to come into force and be applied to the reindeer. These categories were evidenced in media 
representations, in debates, speeches and everyday conversation, in the manner in which people talked about 
and discussed reindeer, and they had normative, practice-structuring effects: influencing the ways in which 
people engaged, interacted or dealt with reindeer and, perhaps most importantly, helping determine the 
question of how, when, where and by whom it was considered appropriate for the reindeer to be killed. Most 
of the time, these categories were at odds with the ways in which herders themselves defined their animals. 
As I discuss in the next two sections, the social situation on the tundra forced herders to patrol their reindeer 
not only in the physical sense, but also symbolically, at the level of narratives.
2 Conflicts between herders and sheep farmers, for example, are a recurrent trope of Sámi-issue journalism throughout  
Finnmark. As a recent study concludes, such stories follow predictable lines. The reindeer herders are generally  
represented as arrogant, lazy and irresponsible, unwilling to invest the work required to manage the animals  
properly. Frequently the herders are also 'unavailable for contact' at the time of writing (Berg 2001). In one case near  
my field-site, this conflict was not even mediated by humans. Several times I was woken up late at night by loud and 
apparently distressed bleating from the field next to my cabin. When I inquired about this, it turned out that a lost  
and unmarked reindeer calf had turned up that year among the sheep of the local farmer. As it grew larger, the 
animal eventually discovered the advantages conferred upon it, relative to its adopted brood-mates, by its large  
antlers. Hence, every night now, the reindeer terrorized the sheep, forcibly herding them into a small corner of the 
enclosure. This bullying, species-confused reindeer who 'thought he was a sheep' was the source of some 
amusement on the farmstead.
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'Killing in the manner of wolves'
'Generally... the danger of theft has not come from the 'mountain people' [reindeer herders]. The 
settled people of the coast were the ones that taxed the herds most in this way. During the autumn, 
while the animals were still on the summer pastures and subject to less strict control, thieving 
expeditions set off into the mountains, killing in the manner of wolves. Earmarks and often the furs 
were destroyed and the meat carried to town' (Vorren 1951:35).
Private ownership of reindeer is a central feature of reindeer pastoralism, although the precise definition of 
property in herding is somewhat unclear and not to be taken for granted. Robert Paine for example has 
argued that indigenous and legal definitions of theft do not necessarily coincide, and that over recent decades 
the strict and unreflexive application of certain models of theft by police, media and the administration has 
contributed to the criminalization of certain semi-legitimate practices within herding, as well as creating an 
inflated appearance of lawlessness and 'run-away conditions' on the tundra (1999). Nevertheless, both 
herders and police I spoke to agreed at least on certain essential points: namely, that individual reindeer are 
owned privately and exclusively by individual herders, who determine when the animals are to be killed and 
who own the output of the slaughter of that animal. No herder I ever met complained about any excessive 
zeal on the part of the authorities in preventing the theft of reindeer; in fact, as I return to later in this chapter, 
it was quite the opposite. In this at least, reindeer herders were in accord with those representatives of the 
State apparatus who enforced the law. Property is a relationship between people, however, and the property 
status of reindeer relied on more than the relationship between herders and the police for its day-to-day 
facticity. Elsewhere, the lines were not so clear-cut. 
Generally speaking, domestic livestock are often understood to be docile, managed, more or less captive and 
subject to the control of humans. Reindeer, on the other hand, are rarely kept confined or under close control; 
much of the time, particularly on the summer pastures, they move around freely and largely unsupervised. If 
anything, the animals tend to impose themselves on the herders. 'You go where the reindeer go, you follow 
the reindeer!' herders would sometimes say, with a grin, when I asked about migration routes. I observed 
frequently that to many locals, the status of reindeer as private property existed in uneasy tension with their 
apparent behaviour, not least their tendency to appear 'in the wrong place'. Certainly to the eyes of local non-
herders, their free-roaming behaviour made them rather similar to the movements of wild game; the more 
extensive the herding form, the stronger the similarities (Beach 1981; Ingold 1980; Paine 1964, 1994; Sara 
2001). The ethnographic literature documents how one of the attendant risks of extensification is that the 
reindeer become excessively de-domesticated, reverting to a state of wildness that makes them difficult or 
impossible to handle and which is very difficult to reverse (Beach 1990:270). A related social risk attendant 
to extensification, particularly in relatively densely occupied spaces such as the Varanger peninsula where 
the paths of the reindeer and their herders intersect with other human claims to space, is that the reindeer 
come to be perceived as increasingly wild by non-herders (Beach 2004:112). For one, this apparent wildness 
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makes them increasingly subject to a cultural logic of hunting – a logic that effectively neutralises the 
illegitimacy of poaching, as well as undermining the strength of herder claims to exclusive ownership3.
The physical index of reindeer ownership is the personal earmark, carved into the ears of individual animals 
as soon as possible after legitimate ownership has been established (Bjørklund & Eidheim 1999; Falkenberg 
1978). For most animals, marking takes place during the autumn round-ups, when the unmarked young are 
let into large enclosures with the females and herders observe which calf follows which female. At least 
traditionally, personal marks were often designed by the parents of the prospective herder and assigned at 
birth, and their structure still frequently expresses complex family resemblances with the marks of other 
herders within the kin-group. The marks are a central institution of herding: an experienced herder can spot 
and distinguish marks at great distances, and familiarity with an extensive library of marks utilised in the 
local area is still an important prerequisite for herding practice. Today the marks are also logged in a central 
database maintained by the Reindeer Herding Administration and available over the Internet. A key concern 
when creating new earmarks is to ensure their distinctiveness: new marks must be sufficiently dissimilar 
from existing earmarks in the area to prevent theft of the living animal by re-marking. On reindeer skins, 
missing earmarks are often an indicator of another form of theft, namely poaching or 'thief-slaughter' 
[tjuvslakt]. 
Such poaching is committed both by herders and non-herders and for centuries it has been a recurrent 
problem, in the Varanger area as elsewhere (Krogen 2003). In part because of the lack of other herders in the 
area, poachers on the Varanger peninsula were mostly local non-herders, who stole animals either for 
personal consumption or for circulation within the networks of the black market. Such theft was recognized 
as a criminal practice, but the prohibition was difficult to enforce. Particularly on the summer pastures, the 
mobility, size and dispersed condition of the herd made individual poachers almost impossible to catch in the 
act4. Theft could usually only be identified as it was happening, by coming across temporary poacher camps 
with reindeer remains on site. Even then, poachers usually destroyed the earmarks of skins that they left 
behind or sold. Establishing ownership, and criminal prosecution, were therefore difficult.
As I was sitting one morning in the kitchen of the herder base-camp in Krampenes, waiting for the slaughter 
to start, an elderly stranger dropped by for a coffee visit. He wanted to discuss some genealogical material he 
had recently uncovered that suggested he might be related to the herders I was working with. It was early in 
the morning, some of the family members were already up at the corral working with the animals (see 
Chapter 3), but some were still sitting around having their morning coffee. After a while, when they 
3 Formally at least, there are no wild reindeer [villrein] in the Sámi reindeer herding areas of Norway; all reindeer in  
these areas are privately owned domestic reindeer [ tamrein]. Dispersed pockets of wild reindeer occupy the central  
highlands in the south of the country, numbering somewhere between 30 000 and 40 000 animals (Direktoratet for  
Naturforvaltning 2006).
4 In several respects, such human predation through poaching was similar to the regular loss of reindeer to predators.  
For one, both were nearly impossible to prevent. As in the case with predator loss, herders also frequently discussed  
and treated the risk of poaching in spatial terms, as a localized property of the landscape. At the time of my 
fieldwork, for example, the area around Båtsfjord on the north-eastern side of the peninsula was considered a hotbed 
for poaching.
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apologised that they didn't have any food to offer him, he looked out at the reindeer grazing on the nearby 
hilltop and suggested that he could 'just go shoot himself some reindeer' – the reindeer that belonged to his 
hosts. Though they played it down politely, the herders around the table were visibly enraged. The husband 
told me afterwards he wanted to physically throw the man out of the house. The elderly guest stayed for 
another half an hour, however, to all appearances either oblivious or indifferent to the tense atmosphere 
produced by his remark. For myself, I found his casual and care-free manner towards both theft and its 
prospective victims somewhat surprising. I found out later that it was representative of a general attitude that 
many poachers and buyers of illicit meat in the area shared; perhaps precisely because of the elusive and 
untraceable character of their theft, both groups were often surprisingly forthcoming about their practices. 
Not infrequently, upon hearing what I was doing in Finnmark, near-strangers suggested that I come out for a 
ride with them, to catch some nisterein – 'lunch-box reindeer'. 
Between herders, of course, attitudes of apparently casual appropriation might be explained, at least in part, 
by tacit rules that govern the transmission and appropriation of reindeer as property between herders, what 
Paine terms the 'reindeer messaging system' (1999). As a rule however, the poachers and clients I spoke to in 
the area were not herders. Black-market clients bragged of cheap meat of dubious provenance, phenomenal 
profits and dramatic near-brushes with the police. In discussing these practices, they tended to brush off their 
criminal character almost casually. For a range of reasons poaching was not really theft, or not quite theft, 
because reindeer did not fall entirely into the category of thievable property: almost invariably, this was 
linked to the way in which the animals were herded. The reindeer were practically wild anyway, and they 
grazed on public grounds, which made them 'common property'; the herders had many more animals, in fact 
too many, and if they cared, they would look after them more carefully; and so on. The free-roaming and 
unsupervised condition of the animals provided grounds for justifying theft, on the grounds that the animals 
behaved 'like wild animals'. This made it legitimate, or at least more legitimate, for non-herders to kill them. 
It might thus seem that extensive herd management not only increased opportunities for poaching, by 
dispersing the animals and making surveillance difficult, but that it also drew into question the relationship 
between herders and their reindeer, and the legitimacy of herder property claims.
Of course, poachers and their clients constituted a subterranean minority within the local population. While 
silent and absent from the sphere of public debates, however, their justifications still played on more 
widespread ideas and discourses concerning reindeer – particularly those that concerned the ambivalence of 
the reindeer, their position somewhere between domesticated livestock and wild game. As one of my more 
critical informants in the neighbouring district said, concerning the extensive herding practice of the herders 
I worked with: 'they let their reindeer run like wild animals, it's no wonder people hunt them'. The social 
tensions surrounding this categorical ambivalence of reindeer were sharply highlighted in early January 
2005, in a heated controversy that ran through the editorials and letter pages of several Finnmark 
newspapers. 
Just before the new year, the local Labour Party leader in Gamvik, a township on the western coast of 
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Finnmark, proposed the introduction of hunting as a measure to cull the excess animals that were left behind 
every year on the wrong pastures after the seasonal migrations. Licences to hunt animals on a one-by-one 
basis could be sold to tourists, earning herders a profit on surplus animals that would otherwise be lost to 
starvation, accidents or poaching. Packaged for the international tourist market as an exotic experience, the 
initiative would also help attract visitors and strengthen a regional economy increasingly gearing itself 
towards tourism. The proposal caused a minor scandal. Several prominent Sámi politicians rejected it 
immediately, denouncing it in public as absurd and demanding that the Labour party clarify its stance on the 
issue and distance itself from the proposal. Party headquarters replied, dismissing the proposal as 'not 
relevant' and stating that the mayor was furthering it strictly as a private individual. 
The debate provoked strong responses from herders and non-herders alike. Herders rejected the proposal 
unanimously; in turn, many non-herders interpreted this refusal as an indication of their unwillingness to 
cooperate with other locals: herders were accused of being arrogant, inflexible, uncooperative and backward-
looking, unwilling to adapt to the changing requirements of herding in a modern age. Herders nevertheless 
remained unyielding, and the debate eventually died down. The inflexible refusal of herders was easily 
explicable: reindeer were after all private property, and as capital on the hoof they represented the livelihood 
of their herders. Under no circumstance was it in the interest of herders to let the reindeer become subject to 
a logic of hunting. There was widespread concern in the herder camp that any move to enable outsiders to 
kill reindeer legitimately, particularly in the form of hunting, would lead to an escalation in theft and 
poaching: practices which not only resembled hunting in form, but which practitioners also justified, tacitly 
or sometimes explicitly, with reference to existing practices of hunting. For example, in demanding a 
clarification from the Labour Party on the issue, a politician from the NSR argued that even the very fact of 
holding a debate on reindeer hunting might be serving to legitimize such theft already (NSR 2001).
What this suggests is that the status of reindeer as property or livestock was opposed and troubled – in local 
discourses – by their representation as something increasingly akin to wild game: more or less legitimately 
killed by non-herders, more or less subject to a logic of hunting. According to the mayor and his supporters, 
the fact that the reindeer were left behind 'in the wrong place' was proof that they were not being properly 
managed. Herders were in a sense forfeiting their claims to the animals, and their reindeer should therefore 
be treated more like game than livestock. That is to say, within the limits of concessions made to their status 
as property, they could be hunted. This re-classification involved and depended on a whole set of opposed 
pairs: livestock and game, domestic and wild, private and public. By their behaviour and their mode of 
keeping, reindeer troubled all of these pairs, and therefore came to occupy a kind of liminal zone in local 
imaginations and discourses, where the lines separating categories were blurred. The strong responses of 
herders and Sámi politicians in the debate on hunting reflected their sharp sense of the need to patrol and 
reinforce these blurred boundaries, to prevent reindeer from drifting out of herder control at the level of 
discourse – and consequently in practice. The ongoing social reproduction of reindeer as legitimate and 
exclusively held property required vigilance and constant effort on the part of herders – both physically, 
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keeping the reindeer out of the wrong areas, and symbolically, ensuring that reindeer were represented and 
talked about in appropriate ways by non-herders. Beyond this, the basis and principal argument of the 
proposal to introduce hunting was that if left unchecked and unmanaged, the behaviour and movements of 
reindeer became a problem that demanded solution – particularly in the form of intervention by non-herders. 
In this regard, both the proposal and the ensuing debate played on another, highly significant theme in local 
registers for reindeer – namely, their classification as pests.
When reindeer become pests
A few years ago, the Sámi philosopher Nils Oskal described how 'reindeer luck' was traditionally secured 
through respectful interaction with the herd, with other herders and with the landscape (1995, 2000). As he 
argued, with the rise of mechanization and changing lifestyles such practices of respect are disappearing 
rapidly from herding, along with both the body of lore they belong to and the modes of inhabiting the 
landscape that they were enmeshed in. The landscape of Norwegian herding is becoming increasingly 
secularized. While the spirits and entities that imbued it may not have disappeared entirely, they are certainly 
becoming less and less relevant to its moral geography. Today, the principal powers that preside over the 
landscape are human, and it is human interests that must be appeased and negotiated with. For two centuries 
at least, the most powerful and elusive of these powers has been the State. As I have suggested, already in the 
19th century the Norwegian State-makers were uncomfortably aware of the disregard that reindeer and their 
herders showed for human borders and lines drawn on paper. The animals and their herders transgressed such 
spatial orderings with insulting ease, ending up where they were not meant to be and troubling the claims of 
State territoriality. This problem of spatial transgression remains current today, accentuated by the 
increasingly dense utilization of the spaces out on the tundra. Reindeer belong 'out there', not in rose gardens, 
town squares or on the motorway. Of course, as more and more people lay claim to space for new reasons, 
the spaces where reindeer do belong are steadily diminishing. During one of my first interviews, my middle-
aged informant looked out the window and sighed, wistfully: 'you know, sometimes I think I'm the only 
person in the whole of Finnmark that likes having reindeer in the garden [reinsdyr i hagen].' We were sitting 
in a lighthouse, at the tip of a small peninsula near Berlevåg, and outside a number of reindeer belonging to 
her kin were grazing – she was of herder stock herself, though she had 'lost the language' [mistet språket] and 
was not directly involved in herding. As she said, the reindeer were familiar, they reminded her of her herder 
father and they made her feel safe and comfortable. As I discovered over time, however, her feelings on the 
subject were far from representative.
In early May 2006, the township of Hammerfest in Western Finnmark did a brief round of the global media – 
'Arctic town builds anti-reindeer fence' announced a widely referred Reuters headline. The dispatch stated 
that '[f]ed up with reindeer wandering the streets, one of the world's most northerly towns [was] building a 
20-km (12-mile) fence to keep the animals out'. An interviewed local stated that '[r]eindeer are a big 
nuisance, they come into town, get into hotel and business receptions, into churches, into the traffic' ('Arctic 
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town builds anti-reindeer fence', Reuters 03.05.06).5 The decision to erect this fence had been reached only 
after a long series of meetings and public debates. In the course of these deliberations, strong grievances and 
irritations from non-herding locals came to light. Misplaced animals and 'reindeer in the wrong place' 
represented a nuisance and a drain on the resources of local government and communities. Herders who 
failed to manage their animals responsibly and keep them within their designated spaces were portrayed as 
'lazy', 'arrogant' and 'irresponsible', even to the point of threatening human life: road accidents involving 
reindeer occurred sufficiently often to warrant attention in local media and political discourses, particularly 
when they happened after the stipulated migration dates. The complaints and arguments expressed by locals 
in Hammerfest were practically interchangeable with the complaints I heard from locals in the Varanger area.
In general, the two principal resources that herders were accused of exploiting were the land itself, which 
they sought to monopolize at the expense of other local users, and the State and civic infrastructure, which 
they were accused of cynically manipulating to their own advantage. A satirical cartoon published in the 
Norwegian-language Sámi newspaper Sagat in the winter of 2004 illustrated the latter point (Figure 2.2): two 
police officers complain about a number of reindeer grazing in the middle of town; meanwhile, a nearby 
herder – undercover, with a trench-coat and sunglasses rather than a traditional costume with which this 
character is usually portrayed – reports to his father that 'they are about to move the herd' for them.
Criticisms of inadequate management were closely linked to the problem of space as a shared, public or 
collective resource – the reindeer grazed on public grounds, but over time their grazing produced powerful 
and exclusive claims to the land they grazed on. Land rights and specific legal protection for herding are 
acquired through 'traditional usage' [alders tids bruk]: that is, they are rooted not in ethnic identity per se but 
in a cumulative historical entitlement accrued through continuous utilization (Bull 1997; NOU 2001). 
Effectively, over time the spaces of herding are thus legally transformed through the combined human and 
animal labour vested in the work of herding. In managing the reindeer, herders also made a political claim to 
the spaces that the animals occupied – whether or not these claims were themselves sufficiently powerful to 
translate into actual privilege. Among local non-herders, the absence of labour evidenced by spatially 
misplaced reindeer often created a disparity between entitlements and the theoretical basis for these 
entitlements – a disparity that created resentment particularly when herders sought to exercise their claims at 
the expense of other local interests. 
An informant from the neighbouring district, not a herder herself, once recounted to me a local comedy 
5 Locals took the ensuing attention humorously, though the Hammerfest mayor stated that the journalist had been 
'very preconceived', and he expressed irritation that people in Finnmark had been portrayed as 'an intolerant people,  
who tolerate neither Sámi nor reindeer'. A large number of journalists had contacted him after the story broke, and  
'some seem[ed] to think the fence was a ten-foot tall affair, with barbed wire and stuff''. Nevertheless, he thought  
they should stick to the motto that 'all PR is good PR' ('Shut in on the wrong side of the fence', Finnmark Dagblad 
13.05.06).
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sketch that involved herders from the group I was working with. The subject of the sketch was a contested 
land-case involving a lake in the inland of the peninsula which was appropriated for other use. The herders 
involved in the case claimed compensation on the grounds of traditional usage. In the sketch, they were 
named and played by local men. Another man, dressed as the elderly mother of the herders, came on stage 
and reprimanded them: 'You lazy scoundrels, you've never fished in that lake! You're far too lazy to fish, and 
the fish are inedible anyway!' The story, which my informant recounted with glee and approval, expressed 
one common representation of herders, and particularly of the herders I worked with, as greedy free-loaders 
purely out to secure privilege, resources and gain for themselves. Voiced through the figure of the ageing 
mother, the critique also expressed the common idea that it was the current generation of herders who had 
become greedy and betrayed their roots, through their technological, capital-intensive and business-oriented 
herding practice. 
At the heart of such controversies and accusations lay ideas about the moral obligations and civic duties of 
herders – both to their animals and to the surrounding human community. Informally6, these obligations 
were often encompassed in the term 'the duty to herd' [gjeteplikten] – a term that denoted practices such as 
spending time with animals, ensuring their timely migration, responsibly regulating the size of the herd to 
comply with limits set by the authorities and preventing nuisance to other local actors. The failure of this 
duty and the breakdown of appropriate management was inferred from a range of visible indicators, such as 
reindeer grazing in the town squares, delayed round-ups and degraded pasture grounds. At the time of my 
fieldwork at least, accusations that herders were in dereliction of their herding duties, and that they were 
behaving irresponsibly and anti-socially, tended to cluster around the dominant representation of the reindeer 
crisis. Time and again, in conversations, in the media and in official communications, the reindeer herding 
industry was represented as being in an ecologically disastrous state: reindeer numbers were spiralling out of 
control, and the tundra was becoming 'a desert' or 'an ecological wasteland' – 'The tundra is a desert; the 
animals starve; the extent of the catastrophe grows' ('Shot in the war for grazing grounds', Dagbladet 
28.12.99). 
Most accounts of the crisis in recent years have been strongly informed by Hardin's 'tragedy of the commons' 
hypothesis (1968; Marin & Vedeld 2003). The hypothesis predicts that given unregulated access to common 
or shared resources, individual actors intent on maximizing yield or profits will expand their share of these 
resources, capitalizing on the lack of centralized control, to the detriment and eventual exhaustion of the 
6 In legal terms, this responsibility is formulated and enshrined in §20 of the Reindeer Herding Act of 1978, as  
follows: 'It is the responsibility of herding unit owner and other reindeer owners in herding unit to ensure that  
herding is practised in a professional manner in accordance with current laws and regulations. The reindeer shall at 
all times be under responsible control [under forsvarlig kontroll], and be kept on legal pasture grounds... The owner  
of a herding unit shall practise reindeer herding as his or her profession and principal activity... If the regional  
committee finds that owner of a herding unit or other reindeer owners in the unit neglect the duty to manage  
[driveplikten], do not abide by established weight limits for sex- and age-groups of reindeer in the district and/or  
decisions concerning maximal reindeer numbers for the unit, or in other ways acts to the significant detriment of the 
industry or of other right-holders, the committee may, after hearing with the district committee, implement the  
reduction, cessation or transfer of the herding unit in question'.
.
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commons. In this light, the excess of reindeer thus occurs because of an absence or insufficiency on the part 
of the State, in its capacity as regulator of individual profit-maximizing herders. This is a hypothesis, 
however, and its uncritical application with descriptive or explanatory force has been quite extensively 
criticized (Berg 1996, 2000:18-19; Bjørklund 1999b, 1999c; Joks 2000; Paine 1992, 1994:187-193). In its 
simplest form, its application rests on the assumption that in the absence of the State, access to pastures is 
entirely unregulated and that by extension, a catastrophe of over-exploitation was not averted through 
existing checks, balances and institutions – this argument is immediately countered, by reference to the 
complex but informal regulatory regimes in existence prior to more recent integration into the Norwegian 
administrative system (Bjørklund 1999a; Paine 1994). A somewhat more complex version of the argument 
acknowledges the existence of these regimes, but argues that their disintegration in recent years has 
effectively created a tragedy of the commons situation, a runaway system. Some proponents of this line cite 
the rise of mechanization and increasing profitability demands (e.g. Ness 1999), while others refer the 
situation back to the State – only this time to the excessive interventions pursued in its name, rather than to 
its inaction or passivity (Bjørklund 2000). 
That is to say, in this line of argument, that the present crisis results, not from the profit-maximizing original 
greed of herders, but from a series of successive interventions that have ignored existing institutions which 
regulated pasture access and ensured the orderly and sustainable utilization of pasture grounds. Uninformed 
interventions on the part of State agents created a situation where traditional and State regimes of 
management existed simultaneously but on asymmetric terms: one tacit and supported only by tradition, the 
other supported by the force of law. The former has had to give way when confronted with the latter, 
meaning that the mechanisms and institutions that ensured social order in herding – such as reindeer 
ownership, the siida working collective and pasture divisions – have been disrupted. As one herder recently 
argued on national television, '[b]efore, reindeer owners had their own grazing grounds and ensured that 
there were not too many reindeer on them. Norwegian authorities have introduced a law of common pastures 
that dissolves the old boundaries' (Brennpunkt, NRK 01.03.05). According to this line of argument, the State 
has effectively created the very conditions described by Hardin's hypothesis, by dismantling existing regimes 
of resource management. 
Both versions of the argument thus open the way for the State to be held responsible for the present situation, 
but on diametrically opposite grounds: in the former account, the problem lies with its insufficient 
involvement, while in the latter it is excessive involvement that renders it culpable. Local discussions of the 
crisis also often articulated a moral critique of herders, folk versions of Hardin's hypothesis – the excess of 
reindeer reflected the disorganized greed of individual herders, who monopolized and exploited resources 
that were held by the community in order to maximize their herd sizes and further their own interests.
Another question is of course whether the crisis is, in fact, a crisis – discussing local reportage of degraded 
grazing grounds, for example, the herders I worked with frequently pointed out how photos were taken near 
reindeer fences around the time of migrations, when reindeer flocked towards the fence and depleted grazing 
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grounds in its immediate vicinity. Meanwhile, they argued, grazing conditions were in fact quite good, at 
least on the Varanger peninsula. Their skepticism seems to have been partly vindicated by a scientific report 
from December 2006, which states that lichen levels across Finnmark have increased between 2001 and 
2005, despite an accompanying increase of 30 000 reindeer during the same period (NINA 2006). The 
scientific truth of the crisis, however, has relatively little to do with its efficacy as representation and 
circulating social fact. 
In practice, the various indicators of crisis – a surplus of reindeer 'in the wrong place', degraded pasture 
grounds, images of starved reindeer littering the tundra – have become indexes of a breakdown in control: 
whether on the part of herders, or the State, or both. Through this breakdown, reindeer are becoming a 
nuisance to non-herders, and a problem that requires intervention – such as the erection of a reindeer fence in 
Hammerfest. Both the crisis and perceptions of a widespread loss of control came to a head during the 
2004/2005 slaughtering season, when the Minister of Agriculture decreed that unless the reindeer population 
in Western Finnmark had been reduced by more than half by April 1 2005, from over 140 000 animals to 64 
300, the State would introduce enforced slaughter as a culling measure (Joks & Magga 2006; see also 
Chapter 7). The threat was real and taken seriously by many: herders and politicians protested in the media, 
and the Mayor of Kautokeino threatened to bring the matter before the United Nations, as a breach of human 
and indigenous rights under international conventions ('Asks UN for Reindeer Help', Finnmark Dagblad 
03.11.04; 'Threatens new Kautokeino Uprising', Sagat 03.11.04). Simultaneously however, many of my 
herder informants in Eastern Finnmark scoffed at the threats and took the situation with indifferent calm. 
Memorably, one of them referred to the Minister as 'a clown, pulling clownish stunts'. It seemed that in 
threatening to assert or re-assert control in this way, the Minister had over-reached the limits of State power, 
certainly as my informants understood them, and made both himself and the State the object of mockery and 
derision. This requires some elaboration.
Poaching and the spaces of the State
The State is a powerful social actor in the context of Norwegian reindeer herding. Through directives and 
long-term policies, licence systems, fines, subsidies, financial incentives, monitoring and other instruments 
of regulation and intervention, its presence saturates nearly all aspects of herding practice. It informs and 
influences the strategies, calculations, projections and decisions of all herders: from when to move the herd, 
to what kinds of education the younger generation should acquire. Hand in hand with its potent ubiquity, 
however, comes a strong sense of its limitations. Herders often described it as remote, and its actions and 
policies as ineffective, contradictory and misguided. One vivid example of this was an incident that occurred 
during my first slaughtering season, and which caused enormous frustration to some of my key informants. 
The State Pollution Monitoring Agency, SFT [Statens Forurensningstilsyn] had rejected an application from 
the managers of the field abattoir at Krampenes to bury the waste from the reindeer slaughter in the 
traditional manner, in a secluded waste-pit a few hundred yards inland from the corral itself (Figure 2.3). In 
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previous years, the herders had received dispensation from the regional administrator in Finnmark to dispose 
of the waste in this way, but this year the application had been forwarded from his office to the SFT and 
considered there. The SFT had ruled that the waste must now be transported to a biological waste-processing 
facility and disposed of there, 'according to regulation' and at considerable expense – expenses that would 
likely paralyze and bankrupt the entire operation, forcing the herders to close shop and return to selling their 
reindeer to major slaughterhouse operators rather than slaughtering for themselves. The herders argued their 
case, invoking among other things that when buried in the traditional manner, some of the waste was dug up 
and consumed by the endangered polar fox population in the area. Their plea was rejected, but a compromise 
was reached and they were allowed to process their waste at a closer facility, incurring bearable costs. Three 
months later, another State agency took steps to purchase waste products from the reindeer slaughter in 
Troms, hundreds of miles to the West, and transport it at the expense of the State to the Varanger peninsula – 
precisely in order to feed the endangered population of polar foxes. Concerning the episode, my informants 
were furious but resigned: 'See what we have to deal with? The left hand does not know what the right hand 
is doing'.
This often self-contradictory character of State practices and interventions ensured that its theoretically well-
rehearsed duality – as mask and reality, narrative and thing (Abrams 1988) – was an all too evident fact of 
everyday life to many herders, including those of the group I worked with. The totalizing character of its 
claims and theories broke down in actual practice. Stories and anecdotes often captured and reconciled these 
contradictions in images of ponderous incompetence: the State was a 'colossus with clay feet', powerful but 
ignorant, ill-informed and too remote to act effectively. Throughout, its inability to comprehend local space – 
along with the goals, practices and values of actors who made use of this space – was a crucial dimension of 
its ignorance: a lacuna that led to the issue of impossible mandates, bizarre rulings, impracticable 
regulations. Tales I heard to this effect ranged from the trivial and absurd to the serious: from one pollution 
inspector who refused to allow offal from 150 slaughtered animals to be buried on the tundra because gases 
produced by the decomposition process 'would damage the ozone layer', to the constantly reiterated 
government policy aim to stabilize fluctuating reindeer numbers, without accounting for unpredictable 
environmental conditions that produced variable mortality rates and required flexible herd sizes. 
In the words of one herder informant, this was a problem of spatial comprehension [romforståelse] 'on the 
part of the State' – or rather, to deconstruct her terms, of the actors who did the work of the State. Herders 
sometimes referred to this as the 'barnyard mentality' of the State, denoting the apparent assumption on the 
part of administrators and legislators that the spaces of herding were safe, stable, homogeneous and 
controlled environments, more similar to barns than to the complex, unpredictably variable and dangerous 
spaces of the tundra. The converse of incomprehension was impotence: not only did the State fail to 
comprehend space, it also failed to control it. One vivid and ongoing illustration of this lay in its inability to 
prevent reindeer poaching.
The principal active agent of the State in preventing theft is the reindeer police, a special branch of the 
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national police force established in 1949 upon request by reindeer herders themselves, whose herds had been 
decimated with the chaos of the German occupation and the attendant increase in reindeer theft (Bull 1997; 
NOU 2001). Its original mandate, which remains in force today, was to 'control, enforce and prevent the 
transgression of laws, regulations and instructions that pertain to reindeer herding and the utilization of 
nature by the public' (Politiet 2005). As such, its responsibilities extend beyond reindeer herding, to include 
areas such as salmon fishing, hunting and other activities in nature. To herders, effective policing of their 
reindeer would have represented one tangible and practical benefit afforded by the State. Beyond this, State 
protection of reindeer as 
private property would 
be an important means 
by which its nominal territorial sovereignty was simultaneously confirmed and exercised: rule of Law, 
expressed as control over space. According to most herders I spoke to, however, the reindeer police were 
'useless'. Their work was coordinated from a central office in Alta which currently counted 14 active 
servicemen, organised in seven patrols of two servicemen each (Figure 2.3). Six of these patrols operated in 
Finnmark and one in Troms. Between them, they covered an area of 56 000 square km (Holand 1999) – an 
impossibly vast territory. The reindeer police lacked the necessary herding knowledge, language skills, 
cultural competence and contacts, as well as the sheer manpower required to effectively patrol the vast 
spaces under their jurisdiction. Often their involvement was limited to supervising major round-ups, and 
nominal patrols. This constant but inefficient presence highlighted to herders the tenuous character of State 
dominion over space, and over herding spaces in particular – spaces whose very opacity came to mark the 
limits of its power. In short, the ineffective presence of the reindeer police was simply yet another element to 
be woven into the dominant narratives of the State, as remote, cumbersome, ill informed, inefficient, 
ineffective – even obstructive. Through this presence, the State became implicated in the production of its 
own limits, and in the production of spaces that were theoretically inside it but which nevertheless remained 
beyond its reach.
In A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari contrast the 'smooth' and 'rhizomatic' spaces of the 'nomadic 
war machine' to the 'striated' and 'arborescent' spaces of the State. The former are 'vectorial, projective or 
topological' spaces which are 'occupied without being counted' (2002:361-362), 'field[s] without conduits or 
channels' that do not 'meet the visual condition of being observable from a point in space external to them' 
and can therefore be explored 'only by legwork' (371). The latter are 'metric', 'homogeneous and centred' 
forms of space, within which 
space is 'counted in order to 
be occupied' (361-362). Other 
shortcomings aside, Deleuze and Guattari's terminological playfulness is less amusing than it is politically 
suspect – nomadism is 'a category imagined by outsiders' (Humphrey & Sneath 1999:1) and deploying it as a 
figure of thought in this way re-inscribes it in an exoticising and politically charged history of representation 
that is centuries old, and of which many herders are themselves quite aware (e.g. Oskal 1999). Also, in 
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Figure 2.4 Administrative map of District 6; key symbols inserted (Reindeer Herding Administration)
Figure 2.3 Reindeer police patrol areas in Finnmark (Varangerbotn Police Station)
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practice, no such simple dichotomy obtains between State and herder space. Particularly over recent decades, 
administrative systems and categories have become inextricably incorporated into herding practice while 
conversely, administrative maps have become increasingly complex, coming to reflect indigenous practice in 
great detail. At one point I asked one of my key informants whether she could sketch out on a map the 
location of the various cabins, fences and corrals that the herders of her district used. She cast me a bemused 
look and logged on to the website of the Reindeer Herding Administration, where she accessed their map 
database and printed out a map of the district, complete with migration routes and installations (Figure 2.4). 
Studying the map before she printed it out, she expressed surprise at the level of detail and even found an old 
fence installation, disused for decades, that she had mostly forgotten about herself: 'Oh yes, there is an old 
fence installation there, come to think of it. They found that too, huh. Not bad.'
To temper the essentialism of this State / nomad dichotomy, I find it useful to turn to James Scott's model of 
the State optic (1998). According to Scott, the key problem confronting States is the production of spaces, 
populations and practices as legible, in such a way that they can be 'centrally recorded and monitored.' The 
simplifications by which this is accomplished function like 'abridged maps', selectively representing those 
elements of their object that are relevant to the interests that inform their production. Their principal purpose 
is 'to strip down reality to the bare bones so that the rules will in fact explain more of the situation and 
provide a better guide to behaviour'. Through such representations, the complex and unwieldy 'social 
hieroglyph' of actual practice is rendered in 'a legible and administratively more convenient format' (3). At 
heart, such simplifications are a matter of power: simplifications and abstractions express the specific 
interests of actors, and insofar as reality 'can be simplified down to the point where the rules do explain a 
great deal, those who formulate the rules and techniques have also greatly expanded their power' (303). 
Allied with state power, 'maps of legibility' not only represent, but also reconstitute what they represent: 'a 
state cadastral map created to designate taxable property-holders does not merely describe a system of land 
tenure; it creates such a system through its ability to give its categories the force of the law' (3). That is to 
say, the cadastral simplifications superimpose themselves on existing spaces and practices, reorganising 
them:
'schematic representations... are powerful misrepresentations that usually circle back to influence 
reality. They operate, at a minimum, to generate research and findings most applicable to [those] that 
meet the description of their schematization... In addition, this standardization is typically linked to 
public policy in the form of tax incentives, loans, price supports, marketing subsidies, and, 
significantly, handicaps imposed on enterprises that do not fit the schematization, which 
systematically operate to nudge reality toward the grid of its observations' (300).
Historically, the project of State-building has involved a productive reordering of space: in terms of 
agriculture, for example, to replace 'illegible and potentially seditious space' with 'permanent settlements and 
permanent (preferably monocropped) fields' (282). The production of such simplified State spaces is a matter 
of social control, of creating legible, manipulable populations and fixing them in space. In themselves, the 
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simplifications by which this is achieved are elementary and neutral, the 'basic givens of modern statecraft' 
(3). Their application in the context of social engineering schemes, however, has produced a chain of 
'disasters' throughout the 20th century: from Soviet collectivization to failed development projects. Once 
simplified and represented, a system invariably 'depends for its existence on a "dark twin" of informal 
practices and experience on which it is, ultimately, parasitic' (270). Scott terms this dark twin the 'metis', or 
the 'informal processes' on which the 'formal scheme' depends but which 'alone, it [can] not create or 
maintain' (6). In failing to acknowledge this dark twin, authoritarian projects confuse the map with the 
territory, generating a catastrophic potential that comes into its own at the intersection with three other 
factors: a 'high-modernist ideology'; a strong or coercive state; and a 'prostrate civil society' incapable of 
resisting the superimposition of simplified state schemes on local practice (4-5). In short, to Scott, State 
space is not a stable essence but an ongoing project, superimposing itself on existing spaces of embodied 
practice and – because of the residual dark twin that is always excluded from representation – a project that 
always remains necessarily incomplete.
This account slots comfortably into current theoretical debates concerning State territoriality. From the point 
of view of a sovereign State, the control over space that underpins its territorial sovereignty depends on 
space itself being produced as transparent and visible – in particular ways, from certain points of view – 
through practices, technologies, knowledge and representations that order space and, at least theoretically, 
render its contents manipulable. Such orderings reorganise and transform space, creating the preconditions 
for the State to 'see', to act on what it 'sees' and to be 'seen' to act – and therefore to exist, in a sense, as an 
effect of a prior ordering of space. As Sarah Radcliffe argues, 'state territoriality produces the effect of a 
sovereign nation-state' (2001:126; emphasis added). On one level, the rule of law – effected through 
policing, laws, courts, carceral systems and so on – may thus be an effect or product of the State, but at the 
same time it is also a technology that establishes the preconditions for the State to control space within its 
own territory; that is to say, the appearance of a State that is capable of acting is, in itself, an effect of the 
prior rule of law. This is significant, and this is where the persistence of reindeer poaching comes in as a 
problem: quite simply, the State failed to extend, or to extend completely, the rule of law to the protection of 
reindeer, and to the prevention of reindeer theft. 
To most herders, the inefficiency of the reindeer police was frustrating, but it was also expected – something 
that could safely be taken for granted, part of a broad canon of stories, anecdotes and experiences that 
illustrated the limited presence and efficacy of the State, and particularly its limited control over space in 
Finnmark: from herders having to take the law 'into their own hands' to demolish illegal fences or chase 
away intruders, to Finnish herders sneaking their reindeer across the border to graze on Norwegian grazing 
grounds unpunished and undetected. In failing to prevent the theft of reindeer, the reindeer police confirmed 
t h e impotence of the State – precisely at the point where the State exercised its claims and powers: 
demonstrating, once again, the anticipated and perfectly predictable gap that separated State theory and 
rhetoric from State practice. The same disparity between theoretical claims and material capacity to act also 
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became apparent where the State sought, not to prevent, but to cause the death of reindeer. Discussing the 
State's vaunted threat of forced slaughter, late in 2004, one of my key informants expressed disdain: 'Of 
course nothing is going to come out of this. How are they going to get the reindeer? They have no idea where 
to find them!' (see Chapter 7).
Despite centuries of escalation in State control over space, the reindeer themselves continued to evade its 
gaze, occupying cartographic space in a manner that defied claims to control or dominance. The margin that 
they and their herders occupied was not only spatial or geographic, but also a margin in the configuration of 
State power: 'a space between bodies, law and discipline' (Das & Poole 2004:10). In Scott's terms, one might 
say that the reindeer simultaneously activated and resisted the persistent fantasy of State-making, of a 
regular, precisely measured and transparently visible space. This multiple marginality was not lost on 
herders: the remark of my informant anticipates where I am going with my discussion of poaching. The 
inability of the State to control or prevent poaching marked out clearly and distinctly both the limits to its 
practical control over space, and the point where these articulated with the limits to its capacity to control the 
life and death of reindeer – effectively severing the 'unbroken link between state power, sovereignty, and 
territory' (Hansen & Stepputat 2005:2). As the dark twin of the synoptic spaces marked and represented by 
State cartography, the practice of poaching thus operated as a limit point that related State control over space 
to State control over the bodies and lives of reindeer – only to disprove the efficacy of both. I return to this 
point later in the argument, particularly in Chapter 5 and Chapter 7.
Ownership, sovereignty and social visibility
The main aim of the present chapter has been to provide some necessary background and sketch out certain 
tensions, issues and relationships – centred on matters of space – that span the remainder of the dissertation 
and inform the practices and institutions I describe in subsequent chapters. As a practice, the spatial 
management of reindeer raised questions concerning the status of reindeer as property, the appropriate or 
moral management of reindeer by herders, and the jurisdiction or control of the State over space, and thus 
over the reindeer themselves. The perceived lack of appropriate management undermined herder claims to 
exclusive ownership. As the reindeer appeared increasingly wild, so they also began to be treated more and 
more as such by non-herders. As they shifted between categories, practices of killing other than slaughter 
also become more appropriate: slaughtering was supplemented by hunting. Appearances of reindeer 'in the 
wrong place' were often taken by non-herders as evidence for the carelessness, mismanagement and laziness 
of their herders; in turn, this worsened the already tense relations between herders and non-herders in the 
local community. Locally, such incidents weakened and jeopardized the social legitimacy both of herding 
practice and of claims arising from that practice, such as territorial entitlements and rights to resources. At 
the administrative level, they prompted efforts – by non-herders – at ordering, through practical measures 
such as erecting fences and similar regulatory or controlling interventions.
Let me return to the reindeer-hunting proposal I discussed earlier. I suggested then that the inflexible 
55
Chapter 2   Reindeer in space Ownership, sovereignty and social visibility
opposition of herders to the introduction of reindeer hunting was, at least in part, rooted in their awareness of 
the thin, frequently indistinct line that separated extensively herded reindeer from wild game in local 
discourses and imaginations, and the need to patrol this line. More than the prevention of theft and of capital 
loss were at stake here, however. The outrage and repugnance with which many herders responded to the 
proposal, and the intensity with which it was rejected as 'patently absurd', also expressed a powerful 
symbolic link – central to herding practice – between the institution of ownership and the practice of killing. 
Robert Paine has argued that the pastoral self-identification of Sámi herders is intimately tied to their control 
over the life-cycle of their animals, including the manner in which they are disposed, and that '[t]his goes 
beyond which animals to slaughter and when... to consideration of the manner in which the slaughtering is 
done and by whom' (1994:113). This is corroborated by my own material. 
Who is entitled to kill reindeer? On one level, certainly according to herding custom, the answer is simple: 
herders. Traditionally, both the kill itself and decisions concerning it belonged to the herder that owned the 
reindeer. Of course these could be delegated – for example to kin, associates or hired labour – but the 
moment and practice of killing nevertheless remained personally important to many herders: both as 
elements of the institution of ownership and, more generally, as central constituents of herder identity, of 
what it means to be a herder (Habeck 2003); I develop this point in subsequent chapters. In the meantime, I 
note merely that in the context of the hunting proposal, the notion of abrogating control over the practice of 
killing by delegating it to outsiders – who knew nothing of reindeer, who might kill the animals 
inappropriately or painfully, or kill the wrong ones – was intolerable to herders for reasons that went well 
beyond calculations of loss and profit but which arose, rather, from a cultural logic of herding and from the 
particular symbolic significance traditionally attached to the linkage between ownership and killing. 
To the traditional monopoly of herders on the killing of reindeer, legal regulation adds as a caveat that the 
State is also, under certain circumstances, entitled to kill reindeer or designate them for death. These 
circumstances include the inspections of individual veterinarians, when unsuitable animals are eliminated 
prior to commercial slaughtering, as well as more radical large-scale measures such as culling and forced 
slaughter. The latter come into force as regulatory measures, to re-establish control in response to a perceived 
loss of control on the part of herders. 
In practice, as one might expect, things were more complicated than this. Entitlement was a somewhat fluid 
concept and, as I have outlined, at least some local non-herders argued that herders forfeited the exclusive 
prerogatives of ownership by 'not managing their animals properly', allowing them to fall increasingly under 
the terms of a logic of hunting. This went some way towards justifying theft, as well as giving rise to 
criticisms and tension. While enshrined in both tradition and the law, through the property status of reindeer, 
in practice the prerogative of herders to monopolize reindeer killing also needed to be maintained, and 
patrolled, through the ongoing practices that I have described here. Failing these, the right to kill began to 
pass to other actors: informally, to locals who considered themselves entitled to kill the reindeer, and 
formally, to actors such as local authorities and, ultimately, the State. The theoretical ability of the latter to 
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intervene in the lives of reindeer however – whether to prevent them from being poached, to kill them 
directly or to designate them for death – was effectively circumscribed by its limited control over space.
Back to Foucault. Earlier, in Chapter 1, I discussed how he outlined two branches of biopower: the 
disciplinary power that vested itself in individual bodies, and its cognate biopolitics, which constituted entire 
populations as the objects of knowledge, manipulation, intervention and control. In the same lecture, he also 
distinguished between two rights over life: with the advent of biopower, the sovereign prerogative 'to kill and 
let live' was complemented by a new right 'to make live and let die' (2003:241). In passing, Foucault termed 
this emergent power, that complemented the old power of sovereignty, the power of 'regularization' (247) – it 
is also referred to simply as discipline, or 'anatomo-politics'. He thus identified two symmetrical powers over 
life: one older power of traditional sovereignty, that 'makes die' and 'permits' life, and one more recent power 
that 'makes live' and 'permits' death – or rather, 'disallow[s life] to the point of death' (1998:138). Foucault 
argued that the ascendancy of this new power coincided with the decline, or at least the transformation, of 
traditional sovereignty. Developing this line of thought, subsequent writers have rearranged the terms 
slightly: for example, by defining sovereignty itself as the 'power over life and death' (Das & Poole 2004:25) 
and pairing biopolitics with terms such as 'thanatopolitics' (Agamben 1998) or 'necropolitics' (Mbembe 2003) 
to map the relationship between the power that makes live and the power that makes die. Redefined in these 
terms, the term sovereignty expands to become an umbrella term that encompasses both biopolitical power – 
the power that makes live and 'disallows' to the point of death – and its complement, the necropolitical or 
thanatopolitical power that exercises the right to kill. Rather than sovereignty and biopolitics being 
complementary opposites, it becomes meaningful instead to speak of two parallel forms of sovereignty, as 
the 'power over life and death': biopolitical and necropolitical sovereignty. The distinction between these two 
becomes crucial to the argument at the end of Chapter 6.
Of course, the term sovereignty is itself problematic: it has a long, complex and highly charged history, 
particularly in the political sciences, and its use in the context of herder-reindeer relations might easily be 
taken for example to imply hierarchic relations between regents and subjects, masters and subordinates, 
reproducing overly simple assumptions about human domination – assumptions that may interfere with the 
ethnographically accurate description of these relations. In a narrow and specifically Foucauldian register, 
however, the term is apt and useful: as Achille Mbembe argues, 'the ultimate expression of sovereignty 
resides... in the power and the capacity to define who may live and who must die' (2003:1). Clearly, the 
definition captures a fundamental dynamic of reindeer management, where humans select reindeer for 
slaughter and killing (and not vice versa). With its two subordinate terms, it provides a useful angle of 
approach to the problems and issues I have described in this chapter. For the moment, I will only note two 
points: one, that the efforts of herders to patrol boundaries and prevent other actors from hunting, stealing 
and killing their reindeer were aimed at maintaining their claim to exclusive sovereignty over their own 
reindeer, a sovereignty enshrined in the traditional institution of ownership but increasingly jeopardized by 
changing conditions on the tundra. Secondly, the State claimed the ability and the power to exercise both 
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biopolitical and necropolitical sovereignty: the former by preventing forms of death such as poaching, the 
latter by inflicting death in the form of culled and forced slaughter. The exercise of both these powers on the 
part of the State was linked to its control over space. Effectively, this control marked the limit of its access to 
and control over the bodies that occupied space: in practice, these limits were demonstrated by its inability to 
exercise either form of sovereignty effectively. Reindeer poaching continued more or less unabated and, as I 
return to later, the threatened cull never happened (Chapter 7). 
In closing, in this chapter I have outlined aspects of the complex, socially constituted forms of sovereignty 
that are exercised over reindeer, and some of the ways in which their character and legitimacy were linked to 
questions of space and spatial management in the marginal environment of the tundra. The problems I have 
discussed here are not a new phenomenon: herders have shared their territories with non-herders for 
centuries, in the Varanger area as elsewhere, and practices such as reindeer theft have existed as a problem 
for nearly as long. In recent decades, however, a combination of factors have crystallized the issues and 
raised the stakes. Trends such as escalating tourism, growth in real estate development, rise in recreational 
use of space by non-herders and the increasing mechanization of traditional practices, including hunting, 
fishing and cloudberry harvesting, have accentuated the multiply utilized character of space and created new 
conflicts. Simply put, there are more people on the tundra, and people are using space in new and sometimes 
mutually exclusive ways. One effect of these changing stakes in the landscape, and the overall escalation in 
use of space, has been to create, for herders, a situation where the appropriate – and visible – management of 
the herd becomes more and more important to managing social relations with non-herders, and to 
maintaining the social legitimacy of herding practice itself. As more and more actors lay claim to space, 
herders and their reindeer become more and more visible, both physically and socially. Social pressure 
creates the political need to be seen to manage the reindeer – responsibly – and for social strategies that 
prevent the perceptions of mismanagement, or inappropriate management, from escalating. 
In this regard, strategies that visibly confirmed and enacted control over the herd also acquired the character 
of an ongoing performance – in an almost theatrical sense – directed at an audience of critical observers and 
aimed at establishing, not only physical, but also symbolic and moral control over the animals. One aspect of 
this work of making visible was keeping reindeer out of proscribed spaces and preventing incidents that 
bespoke breakdowns of control. Another aspect of this work was slaughtering – appropriately, at the right 
time and in sufficient quantities. Particularly against the backdrop of the reindeer crisis, the practice of 
slaughtering acquired a layer of additional social significance, as the principal technique for actively 
reducing herd sizes. Being seen to slaughter reindeer, preferably in large numbers, represented one way for 
herders to address the critiques and accusations they were subject to on account of their inappropriate 
management, deflating tensions through a visible reassertion of control. As I discuss in Chapter 3, the highly 
visible annual round-up at the Krampenes corral provided a key arena for this – a stage for the visible 
performance or enactment of appropriate control – as well also serving in other ways as a vital social space 
that connected the herders to the local community.
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'The herd chases round and round in the great corral, like a carousel, the snow creaks and gives way 
– frosted breath hangs white in the air over the animals. A small group is separated out, the herders 
make up a small posse using sackcloth and chase the animals into a smaller fence of boards and walls 
with sliding gates. The boldest helpers and owners are in there in the confusion that chases round and 
round the enclosure, occasionally a reindeer or two lurch over the backs of the other animals. Then, 
one after the other, strong hands grab hold of an antler – they've spotted the earmark... Behind my 
back shots start being fired, a man waves a slaughter-mask around – a reindeer here, a reindeer there 
receive a red rose in the forehead, it spreads out like a dangerous flower, a flame hisses through the 
snow into the earth – and the reindeer collapses, hind leg kicking. Or a knife pierces the neck, the 
reindeer jerks, the lower lip droops. They are dragged in to the buyers, led by the hand – in the tents 
the knives flash, steaming carcasses – thrown up and hung to cool and be frozen. They end up on the 
scales, and each has its mark and number recorded. Skinning and gutting goes well, these are skilled 
boys. Animals that are not to be slaughtered, are let out – and a new group is driven in from the main 
herd in the larger fence, by the men who swoop down on the animals and drive them into the trap, a 
whiff of the old days when the Sámi hunted and chased reindeer into such stone enclosures on the 
Varanger tundra. Ancient days hang over the scene, and the sacrifice. But there were no lassos, so 
they only walk with the lasso across their bellies... Private individuals try to get themselves a 
reindeer... People in Krampenes who house the Sámi also need meat for the household. Down there, 
there are reindeer people in every house, and open doors – people wander among the houses, talking 
– one Sámi sleeps exhausted on the bed, another one is having himself some coffee at the table... It is 
the annual sacrificial feast at Krampenes, winter is here, darkness falls across the township... There 
will be work into the evening. Artificial suns glow and flood across the snow. It has been a good 
summer for the reindeer, they have grown well. Now they prepare for harder and darker times. The 
Varanger herd crosses towards the winter pastures on the south side... Ravens float in the dark above 
us, in the night-shade foxes lurk – waiting for the evening meal' (Sundve 1990:123-124).
Erling Sundve was a local essayist and outdoorsman from the Varanger peninsula, close friend to several 
generations of the local herders and a frequent visitor to their camps. Though some details have changed, his 
description holds true today as it did in the early 1970s: the autumn round-up of the Varanger herders at 
Krampenes remains an impressive spectacle. The slaughtering tents and the local buyers have mostly 
disappeared, and slaughter-masks have been replaced by captive-bolt stunning pistols, but the reindeer are 
still caught by hand, and the herd still circles the enclosures 'like a carousel'. His image captures some of the 
overall atmosphere of the event, too: a festive, almost carnivalesque air infuses the intense, exhausting work 
of the corral. For a few days in late autumn, the steady rhythms of everyday herder life are suspended and 
kin, friends and strangers alike descend on the site of the corral: to watch, socialise, re-connect, slaughter or 
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just to purchase a few reindeer tongues for the winter. All the while, in the background, the herd churns in the 
enclosures. For many, herders and non-herders alike, this is the closest they ever get to a live reindeer.
There are two main types of fences, or fence installations, in Norwegian reindeer herding. Both are referred 
to as 'fences' [gjerder] in everyday parlance, but it is important to distinguish between them. The first and 
older type are the conventional territorial fences that mark boundaries and block the movements of reindeer 
between designated areas, such as districts and pasture grounds. In the Varanger area, the earliest of these 
were set up in connection with the border closures to Russia and Finland, in the mid-19th century (NOU 
2001). The other and more recent type are the enclosed compounds that Sundve describes, which are used to 
contain and manage the reindeer during round-ups. Technically these are more appropriately termed corrals 
than fences; there are several types, differentiated according to use. 'Marking fences' [merkegjerder] are used 
simply for marking calves, while 'separation fences' [skillegjerder] are used for more complex operations that 
require separating out particular animals, or groups of animals, from the herd. 'Slaughtering fences' 
[slaktegjerder], finally, combine these functions with the out-take of animals for commercial slaughter. In 
practice the various types of corral look very similar, with only minor structural differences to distinguish 
between them. 
The current autumn corral in District 6 is of the latter type – a slaughtering fence – and it is situated in the 
highlands of the peninsula a couple of miles inland from the hamlet of Krampenes. An uneven dirt road 
through the middle of the 
hamlet leads past the house 
of the doctor, up to the 
inland plateau where the corral sits on the shore of a small lake. On a first approach by road, it rises over the 
crest of a hill – a dark and imposing structure of ageing wooden walls, jutting posts and wire. On closer 
inspection, the opaque exterior dissolves to reveal a confusing and labyrinthine inner topology of platforms, 
enclosures and sloping corridors (Figure 3.1). The walls are there to be climbed, adding to the spatial 
disorientation of the newcomer. Most of the year the corral stands empty, barring the occasional inspection or 
maintenance work to replace damaged and decaying sections. For a few days each year however, during the 
autumn round-up, it becomes a dense locus of activity. Engines chug, four-wheelers rumble, grunting 
reindeer circle in the enclosures, antlers butting the wooden walls. Animals for private out-take are dragged 
out from the corral through side exits, slaughtered on the grass or snow with knives and loaded onto the 
backs of waiting pick-up trucks. On the other side of the corral, animals headed for the nearby 
slaughterhouse are loaded onto transports and taken elsewhere. From the abattoir trailer comes a steady 
chorus of clanking hooks, whirring cranes and saws, moving belts and crunching bones. Everywhere there 
are shouts and calls. Children climb the walls and perch over corrals, watching the adults and teenagers at 
work inside. Others play with discarded reindeer parts, practising their carving skills on hooves and heads 
(Figure 3.2). Older women sit around the slaughtering grounds stirring buckets of blood, to keep it from 
congealing, or tidying guts and offal away onto trailers. For a while during the 2004/2005 season, a Scottish 
60
Figure 3.1 The round-up corral at Krampenes
